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ABSTRACT 
 
This thesis examines the links between the graphic novelization of America within 
Watchmen to contemporary American experiences. In transgressing the borders between 
this work of fiction and reality, I connect the moral crises and nihilistic attitudes 
highlighted by Alan Moore in his writing and Dave Gibbons in his illustrations to 
historical figures and events. I utilize qualitative analysis to illustrate how examples of 
propaganda within Watchmen function as symmetrical counterparts to modern-day 
propaganda techniques. Lastly, I highlight the shortcomings of the 2009 film adaption, 
arguing that it glorifies aspects of the original text intended for readers to critically 
analyze. In grounding Watchmen to reality, I contend that this graphic novel mirrors the 
cultural shift currently underway in American culture and politics. This thesis presents 
avenues to interpret Watchmen, providing insights to expand readers’ understanding of its 
story world and its connections to the ambiguous nature of morality in our world. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Published in 1986 and 1987, the award-winning graphic novel, Watchmen, was 
both a commentary on the state of comic books as well as a response to cultural shifts 
towards conservatism and consumerism in the 1980s. Alan Moore, Dave Gibbons, and 
John Higgins created a masterpiece in graphic novel storytelling, featuring an 
interweaving, nonlinear narrative juxtaposed against the control and symmetry of a nine-
panel grid layout. Watchmen deconstructs superheroes through its depictions of nihilistic, 
fictional characters navigating through morally ambiguous, nonfiction events in an 
alternate-universe-America. This graphic novel is Moore’s response to the alleged heroes 
and leaders of the real world, the “watchmen” of the past and, as I contend, the 
“watchmen” of today. 
 I approached this thesis with the feeling that Watchmen is just as, if not more, 
relevant today as it was three decades ago. Reagan’s America and the New Right were 
responses to the radical movements of the 1960s and 1970s in the same way that Trump’s 
America is a response to the cultural and political shifts of the Obama presidency. The 
similarities stretch beyond just politics and the obvious correlation of two celebrity-slash-
presidents into the private spheres of American life: fearmongering news reports of 
Soviet nuclear arms have been replaced with reports of North Korean missile tests; the 
self-centered and materialistic yuppies are now the narcissistic and lazy millennials; Star 
Wars films are dominating the box office and DC Comics is publishing a 12-issue comic 
series featuring Dr. Manhattan, Rorschach, the Comedian, Nite Owl, Ozymandias, and 
Silk Spectre.  
 3 
Considering these correlations between fiction and reality, and as an American 
Studies scholar, I approached my analysis of Watchmen from an interdisciplinary 
standpoint. To truly interpret the complexities of the themes, characters, and events with 
Watchmen, I felt it necessary to understand our own complicated world which informed 
its creation. In chapter one, I illustrate how characters within Watchmen function as 
symmetrical counterparts to controversial events and figures including the Kitty 
Genovese murder and J. Robert Oppenheimer, the “father of the atomic bomb.” Chapter 
two focuses on models of propaganda within the graphic novel which result in a culture 
of nihilism and nationalism. This fictionalized propaganda within Watchmen reflects 
propaganda techniques utilized in reality and mirrors the cultural shift I alluded to above. 
Lastly, in chapter three, I highlight how the film adaption misconstrues the original text’s 
messages regarding moral crises, encouraging the viewer to indulge in gratuitous 
depictions of physical and sexual violence parading as justice. The film ultimately fails to 
capture the subtext of Watchmen, functioning largely as a lifeless shell of the source 
material. Through these readings and interpretations of Watchmen, I provide avenues for 
approaching the study of graphic novels, the study of Watchmen, specifically, and the 
study of American culture. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
FEARFUL SYMMETRY: ANALOGIES OF THE WATCHMEN 
 
Watchmen is one of the most renowned graphic novels of all time. This award-
winning text, written by Alan Moore, illustrated by Dave Gibbons, and inked by John 
Higgins, launched the comics medium into a new realm of story-telling and is often cited 
as “the point where comics came of age” as it worked to deconstruct superheroes and the 
American nationalist context from which they have typically originated.1 Instead of 
perpetuating notions of superheroes as altruistic defenders of American ideals, Watchmen 
depicted morally complex characters as a reflection of the morally ambiguous fictional 
world they inhabit, as well as the complicated world Moore, Gibbons, and Higgins 
encountered in the 1980s. In the following, I will illustrate how several characters within 
Watchmen function as symmetrical counterparts to controversial events and figures. Due 
to the density of Watchmen and limits of this project, a full analysis of each character in 
the story is beyond my abilities. Instead, I have chosen to highlight three of the main 
characters in the graphic novel, Ozymandias, Rorschach, and Dr. Manhattan, as they 
exhibit an array of idiosyncrasies and allusions. I will analyze the characterization of 
these individuals to divulge a deeper understanding of the characters themselves and, 
more importantly, how these specific characters function to reflect the morally 
ambiguous nature of reality through their metaphorical or anecdotal references to true 
people and events. 
                                                          
1 As of this paper’s completion, Watchmen is the only graphic novel to make Time’s 100 Best Novels list, 
the first graphic novel to win a Hugo Award in 1988, and also boasts an Eisner Award for Best Writer from 
1988. “WATCHMEN,” DC Comics, http://www.dccomics.com/characters/watchmen. 
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The origins of the characters within Watchmen have become part of the magic 
surrounding the graphic novel’s inception. Originally, Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons 
were slated to write a story featuring superheroes from the 1940’s Charlton Comics. DC 
approved of Moore’s prospective story under the condition that the characters be 
changed. Dave Gibbons recounted that this call for new characters was creatively 
“liberating” saying, “The Charlton characters were, frankly, second-stringers and 
somewhat derivative of established heroic prototypes. We could now create our own 
embodiments of these basic types, but fine-tune them to our own sensibilities. More 
importantly, their world could be fashioned to fit one of the basic premises of Alan’s 
story, that human society itself would be deformed by the presence of a superpowered 
being.” 2 Thus, the Peacemaker morphed into a nihilistic war veteran named the 
Comedian; the Blue Beetle became the impotent everyman known as Nite Owl; Captain 
Atom was changed to a more menacing face of nuclear power, Dr. Manhattan; the 
mentally and physically superior Thunderbolt found a home within Ozymandias; 
Nightshade became the solitary female hero, Silk Spectre; and the faceless vigilante, the 
Question, donned a new mask, becoming Rorschach.3 Creative freedom allowed Moore 
and Gibbons to reconfigure established and familiar superhero archetypes into the 
multifaceted, complicated, and evocative reflections of the story world that Watchmen 
creates.4 
                                                          
2 Dave Gibbons, Watching the Watchmen (London: Titan Books, 2008), 29. 
3 Peter Y. Paik, “UTOPIA ACHIEVED The Case of Watchmen,” From Utopia to Apocalypse 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2010), 28. 
4 Moore was an entrepreneur in the comic book industry regarding self-publication. Moore completed 
Watchmen feeling jaded with DC comics and mainstream American superhero comics, in general. He 
resigned and, in 1988, founded his own publishing company, Mad Love. Mad Love’s first publication was 
an anthology book titled AARGH! (Artists Against Rampant Government Homophobia) which featured 
several renowned writers and illustrators. Around that same time, the alternative comics movement was 
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All of the characters depicted within Watchmen, heroes, villains, and civilians 
alike, have been placed within the narrative for specific reasons and have symmetrical 
counterparts and mirrors throughout the complex story. These characters additionally 
have mirrored counterparts in reality, both through the usage of metaphor and homage 
and in the fictionalized presentations of actual people, including Presidents Kennedy and 
Nixon. The character’s personas allude to a multitude of contemporary events and 
persons in order to further understandings of who these characters are, where their 
ideologies come from, and why they are highlighted in the narrative in relation to the 
dense population of the story.  
Adrian “Ozymandias” Veidt 
Adrian Veidt drives the climax of Watchmen’s narrative as the mastermind who 
unleashes a plot of deception, terror and destruction on New York city in order to coerce 
peace negotiations between the Cold War superpowers, the United States and the Soviet 
Union. Veidt is able to achieve this plot through the power and finances associated with 
his former hero persona, Ozymandias, and his status as the “world’s smartest man.”5 
Veidt notably admires Alexander the Great and took up a hero moniker from the title of 
Percy Bysshe Shelley’s poem, Ozymandias, calling to mind another notable historical 
figure, Ramesses II. The inclusion of Alexander the Great, Ramesses the Great, and the 
poem Ozymandias in Watchmen clue the reader in to Veidt’s true character and hint 
                                                                                                                                                                             
well underway, with noteworthy moments including Art Spiegelman and Françoise Mouly’s founding of 
Raw Magazine in 1980 and Dark Horse Comic’s first publications, which treated writers and artists as 
partners rather than employees, in 1986. Moore’s distancing away from a main comics publisher during this 
historical moment paved the way for more writers and artists to access and control their intellectual 
properties through third-party publishers or self-publication. George Khoury, The Extraordinary Works of 
Alan Moore (Raleigh: TwoMorrows Publishing, 2003). 
5 Alan Moore, Dave Gibbons, and John Higgins, Watchmen (New Edition) (New York: DC Comics, 2014), 
I.17.; hereafter cited as Moore, Watchmen. 
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towards his arguably nefarious plans for forced world peace. Specifically, in examining 
why Adrian idolizes Ramesses and Alexander and chose Shelley’s poem as his moniker, 
we are immediately informed that Adrian considers himself among “the greats,” that he 
will go to any means necessary to achieve his vision of the world, and that his plan may 
ultimately crumble in spite of, or because of, its all-encompassing nature. 
There exists an obvious connection between Adrian’s obsession with powerful 
figures and his own desires for power, however Alan Moore intended to expand on this 
aspect of Adrian’s thirst for power through his references to specific figures. The reader 
is noticeably kept unaware of Veidt’s history or personality throughout most of the 
graphic novel, forced to piece together information from other characters and from the 
alternate version of New York in which he is regarded as a celebrity. As the graphic 
novel progresses, and it becomes clear that he is hiding something from his former 
colleagues, we are thrust into the bizarre world of Adrian Veidt. The panels in this 
chapter depict his Antarctic lair: a dome filled with lush, bright flora, starkly contrasting 
the harsh, white tundra within which it is been situated. Adorned with a gold body suit 
and a royal purple tunic, Veidt discloses his origins to his Indonesian servants, notably 
facing away from the reader indicating his acute awareness that the information he 
divulges to these men, and by extension the reader, is only the information he chooses.  
 8 
 
Figure 1.1: Adrian Veidt discussing his idols and life journey 
Veidt celebrates the execution of his plan among his servants remarking, “Today 
marks an event especially worthy of such attentions. In many ways, it represents the 
culmination of a dream more than two thousand years old.”6 He goes on to explain that 
his intellect placed him apart from humanity, and as he was unable to find companionship 
or advice from living colleagues, he looked to the past and idolized Alexander of 
Macedonia. He ruminated about Alexander’s feats, “Ruling without barbarism! At 
Alexandria, he instituted the ancient world’s greatest seat of learning. True people 
died…perhaps unnecessarily, though who can judge such things? Yet how nearly he 
                                                          
6 Moore, Watchmen, XI.7. 
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approached his vision of a united world! I was determined to measure my success against 
his.”7 Veidt recognized the potential in Alexander’s quest to unite the world and so began 
his determination to complete said quest in his absence. He resolved himself, saying, 
“Adopting Rameses the second’s Greek name and Alexander’s free-booting style, I 
resolved to apply antiquity’s teachings to today’s world. Thus began my path to 
conquest… conquest not of men, but of the evils that beset them.” 8 
 In comparing himself with Alexander and ancient Macedonia with modern 
America, Veidt also correlates the infamous Gordian Knot with the seemingly unsolvable 
Cold War tensions. In Macedonian history, Alexander the Great was confronted with an 
ancient puzzle in Gordium which, according to legend, could only be untied by the one 
destined to rule the world.9 In a brilliant display of lateral thinking, Alexander unraveled 
the knot that bested others by simply cutting through it with his sword. Adrian is inspired 
by this action, as seen in his possession of a large mural depicting the event within his 
lair. The painting is positioned in a way that depicts Alexander, sword in hand and rope 
in tatters, looking down at the wall of monitors Adrian has assembled to provide 
confirmation of his plan’s success.10 In the same way that Alexander chose an irreversible 
and violent means to untie the knot, Adrian grants upon himself the figurative sword to 
bring about peace between the United States and the Soviet Union through similarly 
violent and irrevocable means.  
                                                          
7 Moore, Watchmen, XI.8. 
8 Moore, Watchmen, XI.11. 
9 “Alexander the Great,” History of Macedonia, 2013, 
http://www.historyofmacedonia.org/AncientMacedonia/AlexandertheGreat.html 
10 Moore, Watchmen, XI.4. 
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Figure 1.2: The Gordian Knot 
Considering the rise of globalization in the modern world, Veidt’s actions are 
especially noteworthy in their comparisons to Alexander the Great. Alexander’s life 
could be read as a cautionary tale of the dangers of expansive foreign policies for the 
United States. However, in our post-Cold War world, Alexander’s efforts are working 
less towards an empire and more towards globalization under his ideals. In this light, 
Alexander “is not a harsh tyrant eager to bring humanity to heel; rather he is a humanist 
willing to transcend his own boundaries in the spirits of his subjects.”11 Similarly, Adrian 
Veidt appears less interested in creating a world-wide empire and more interested in a 
globalized world. At the end of the graphic novel, it appears he has been successful in 
realizing aspects of globalism, through the images of New York City’s streets: a poster is 
hung on a building, emblazoned with the words “one world, one accord”; the Gunga 
                                                          
11 Hugh Liebert, "Alexander the Great and the History of Globalization." The Review of Politics 73, no. 4 
(2011): 533-60. http://www.jstor.org/stable/41345992. 
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Diner has been replaced with Burgers and Borscht; the local theater advertises its double-
feature of Andrei Tarkovsky films, The Sacrifice, a Swedish film, and Nostalghia, an 
Italian film.12 In this light, Adrian and Alexander shared similar desires in creating a 
united world, no matter the cost. 
Despite how influential Alexander’s life appeared to be, Adrian’s true model 
appears to be Ramesses II, also known as Ramesses the Great. Veidt’s obsession with 
ancient Egypt and great pharaohs can be seen in his office, ornamented with marble 
columns and gold statues of pharaohs. Further evidence of his status as an Egyptophile 
include the logo for his company, Veidt Enterprises, resembling a pyramid, the naming of 
his arctic fortress Karnak, and his insistence in fashioning himself into a pharaoh-like 
persona, from his royal costume and kingly persona to burying his servants alive in his 
snow-flooded version of Antarctic utopia. 
 The irony in Veidt’s character is in how he romanticizes Ramesses II and 
Alexander the Great to the point of disregarding the failures in their respective histories. 
Historians have argued that Ramesses II was more of an expert propagandist than a 
powerful king and Alexander’s hopes for a global Macedonian empire resulted in his own 
followers despising many of the cultural changes he intended to implement.13 The clearest 
example of Veidt’s oversight can be seen in his hero name, taken from the poem 
Ozymandias. This political poem, despite taking its name from a pharaoh whose reign 
lasted so long that his subjects allegedly panicked that the world would end along with 
their king, “seeks to remind its readers[…]that no tyrannical power lasts forever, no 
                                                          
12 Moore, Watchmen, XII.31. 
13 Joshua J. Mark, “Ramesses II,” Ancient History Encyclopedia, 2017, 
http://www.ancient.eu/Ramesses_II/; “Alexander the Great,” History of Macedonia, 2013, 
http://www.historyofmacedonia.org/AncientMacedonia/AlexandertheGreat.html 
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matter how efficient its repressive apparatus or how deep its degree of self-deceit.”14 The 
power of the words inscribed on the stones, “My name is Ozymandias, king of kings: 
look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!” although evocative of a mighty ruler are 
undercut by the fact that there are no works for the traveler to “look upon.”15 Shelley’s 
poem goes on, “Nothing beside remains. Round the decay of that colossal wreck, 
boundless and bare. The lone and level sands stretch far away.”16 The same can be said of 
Veidt regarding the futility of his own works: 
Yet taken in context of the entire poem, this quote comes from an inscription on a 
dilapidated statue surrounded by a wasteland. No matter how powerful an 
individual or the realm he or she commands, both will be ruined by the passage of 
time. In Watchmen, the ambiguous ending allows for the possibility of the 
violently created peace to be undone through something as innocuous as a journal. 
[…] While it is never revealed what destroyed the kingdom of Ozymandias in 
Shelley’s poem, it does point out the cyclical nature of human endeavor in 
relation to creation and destruction.17 
 The poem directly relates to Watchmen as it reminds the reader that the ending 
Veidt sought to accomplish in his brilliant plot is impossible to ensure as all 
governments, all powers, eventually crumble. When Veidt acknowledges that 
Alexander’s history resulted in many dying, “perhaps unnecessarily” and quickly 
dismisses the thought saying, “though, who can judge such things?” he says so knowing 
that Dr. Manhattan, through his unique perspectives on time and the human condition, 
certainly could. 18 When he looks to Dr. Manhattan to assure him that his actions were 
necessary, asking, “I did the right thing, didn’t I? It all worked out in the end?” he is 
                                                          
14 John Rodenbeck, “Travelers from an Antique Land: Shelley's Inspiration for ‘Ozymandias’,” Alif: 
Journal of Comparative Poetics, No. 24, Archeology of Literature: Tracing the Old in the New (2004), 
121-148. 
15 Percy Bysshe Shelley, “Ozymandias,” Keats-Shelley Journal, Vol. 11 (Winter, 1962), 72.  
16 Shelley, “Ozymandias.” 
17 Jon Cormier, “Nothing Ever Ends: Structural Symmetries in Watchmen” in Minutes to Midnight: Twelve 
Essays on Watchmen, ed. Richard Bensam (Edwardsville: Sequart Research & Literary Organization, 2010) 
95-96. 
18 Moore, Watchmen, XI.8. 
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confronted with the truth that his own efforts may have also been “unnecessary.” Dr. 
Manhattan simply and coldly responds, “In the end? Nothing ends, Adrian. Nothing ever 
ends.”19 History does not come to a screeching halt despite Veidt’s intervention. Time 
will continue on an inevitable path, and he has likely only turned back the doomsday 
clock a few minutes, just as his body posture insinuates as he exclaims, “I did it!”20  
 
Figure 1.3: Veidt’s triumphant exclamation 
Walter “Rorschach” Kovacs 
Walter Joseph Kovacs, also known as Rorschach, serves as a representation of 
retributivist thinking and extreme Kantian logic in the story world of Watchmen. His 
vigilante name and dual-colored mask allude to the Rorschach test, a well-known if not 
popularly used psychology technique involving inkblots and interpretation of the 
unconscious mind. Rorschach tests function as a projective technique under the 
understanding or assumption that “when an applicant is given an unstructured stimulus – 
anything from an inkblot to a piece of shoelace – he supposedly projects himself into the 
                                                          
19 Moore, Watchmen, XII.27. 
20 Moore, Watchmen, XII.19. 
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situation to make sense out of it.”21 Alan Moore described Rorschach in his character 
notes as “such an extreme character that even hard-line right wingers would feel nervous 
about his attitudes and actions.”22 Regardless of how resolute he appears in his 
convictions about delivering punishment to those who deserve it, his methods and 
execution of his beliefs are constantly shifting, a reflection of the random and shifting 
black splotches on his mask. From this perspective, Rorschach’s lack of true conviction 
mirrors the constantly changing field of psychology and he himself can be read as a 
macro allusion to debunked psychological theories and the emergence of “popular” 
psychology. 
Rorschach’s origin story is revealed to the reader through Kovacs’ therapy 
sessions with a side character named Dr. Malcolm Long. His persona is largely 
influenced by the Kitty Genovese murder as he fashioned his mask, which he refers to as 
his face, from the unique black and white dress she never picked up. Kovacs was later 
informed about Kitty’s murder in the newspaper that recounted how “Almost forty 
neighbors heard screams. Nobody did anything. Nobody called cops. Some of them even 
watched.”  
                                                          
21 Martin L. Gross, The Brain Watchers (New York: Random House, 1962), 52. 
22 Alan Moore, Dave Gibbons, and John Higgins, “The World,” Absolute Watchmen (New York: DC 
Comics, 2005), n.p. 
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Figure 1.4: Recalling the story of Kitty Genovese 
He went on to explain how this changed him saying, “I knew what people were, 
then, behind all the evasions, all the self-deception. Ashamed for humanity, I went home. 
I took the remains of her unwanted dress…and made a face that I could bear to look at in 
the mirror.” 23 This horrifying revelation made by Rorschach had a similar effect on the 
psychological community, producing an explanation for human behavior known as “the 
bystander effect.” This psychological phenomenon made popular after the very real 
murder of Kitty Genovese on March 13, 1964 contends, “the more potential helpers there 
are, the less likely any individual is to help. A traditional explanation for this bystander 
effect is that responsibility diffuses across the multiple bystanders, diluting the 
responsibility of each. 24 However, that this field of psychology is largely founded on 
assumptions following news media embellishments and exaggerations of one specific 
incident is deeply concerning.  
                                                          
23 Moore, Watchmen, VI.10. 
24 Thomas, Kyle A.; De Freitas, Julian; DeScioli, Peter; Pinker, Steven, Journal of Experimental 
Psychology: General, Vol 145(5), May 2016, 621-629. 
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A recent documentary called The Witness follows Bill Genovese, Kitty’s younger 
brother, as he searches for the truth to determine if “38 witnesses” truly did look upon 
Kitty and “do nothing.”25 Bill connected with Kitty’s former neighbors, friends, and co-
workers to learn the truth. Not only did he learn that the number of witnesses was largely 
overexaggerated and repeated without journalists fact-checking but he also discovered 
that those witnesses who did hear a commotion called the police. Maybe most 
importantly, Kitty’s neighbor rushed to her aid and held her in her final moments. 
Rorschach, like the psychological community, believed the horrors of the story told in 
newspapers, which could arguably be considered to be fearmongering in that they 
produced a largely embellished story functioning as a cautionary tale of the dangers of 
the city.  
The exaggerated newspaper accounts of Kitty Genovese’s murder was easy for 
many Americans to accept in the 1960s as cities had already fallen victim to rampant 
demonization by the United States government. Veterans returning home from the 
Second World War were guaranteed loans to buy homes in newly constructed, all-white, 
suburban communities, resulting in an immediate othering of urban communities.26 At the 
same time, local governments established zoning policies which defined certain buildings 
and communities as undesirable, notably multi-family housing units and rental properties. 
The Federal Housing Administration redlined entire neighborhoods predominantly filled 
with people of color and the impoverished. So-called urban renewal programs under the 
Housing Act of 1949 intended to eliminate “blight” from cities by displacing 
                                                          
25 The Witness, directed by James D. Solomon (Los Angeles: Five More Minutes Productions, 2016), 
Netflix. 
26 Richard Rothstein, “Own Your Own Home” in The Color of Law: A Forgotten History of How Our 
Government Segregated America (New York: Liveright Publishing, 2017). 
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marginalized communities into concentrated pockets of poverty. The interstate highway 
program made for easy escape to the distant suburbs for those with enough capital, 
resulting in mass white-flight. Many of these highways separating the so-called “bad” 
from “good” parts of cities, literally demolishing neighborhoods to pave a path to 
suburbia.27 Segregation policies resulted in many civil rights riots taking place within 
urban centers and neighborhoods of the marginalized. These aspects resulted in cities 
becoming associated with crime, overcrowding, pollution, and poverty while suburbs 
were hailed as a haven from all the horrors of city life. Given this context, the extreme 
dramatization of Kitty Genovese’s murder was a reiteration of all the notions Americans 
had come to associate with cities: that they were crime-ridden, lonely, and dangerous 
places. 
Similarly to the scrutiny of Genovese’s murder story, the legitimacy of inkblot 
tests has been questioned since its arrival in the world of psychology in the 1920s. In the 
decades since, other tests, including the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory 
(MMPI), have emerged and largely overshadowed the Rorschach due to their clearer 
associations with “science and efficiency.”28 Rorschach tests are intended to be 
administered only by inkblot experts; however, these tests, which hope to provide 
insights to the inner workings of the human personality, can be largely flawed. Rorschach 
tests typically are conducted as follows: the dabs of India ink slides are introduced to the 
subject and the subject is expected to tell the tester what they “see” upon looking at the 
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splotches, which can then be understood by the tester as pointing to a greater 
understanding about the subject’s personality.29 However, these tests are left largely up to 
subjective/qualitative interpretation and function under the assumption that there is an 
inherent meaning in the images the subject claims to see. An English psychiatrist named 
W. Mons warned of the intricacies involved and skills required to conduct Rorschach 
tests, saying, “unless every response was fully understood for its significance for the 
particular person being tested, a reliable and clear personality picture could not be hoped 
for.”30  
Rorschach’s interactions with Dr. Malcolm Long reveal the ineffectiveness of 
these tests and how overconfident the testers could become. In a brilliant series of panels, 
Dr. Long hands Kovacs a slide depicting a symmetrical inkblot pattern saying, “Okay, 
now I guess you know what this is. I want you to look at it and tell me what you see.” 
The reader is given a first-person perspective of Kovacs, staring down at the inkblot in 
his hands. The following panel, the reader, as Kovacs, glances up from the inkblot at 
Long who appears inquisitive and determined, waiting for a response with a pen pressed 
against his lips. Our perspective shifts to Dr. Long, looking at Kovacs’ furrowed brow 
and downward facing eyes, prodding, “Well, Walter? What is it?” The next panel shows 
a gruesome and vividly colored image of a dead dog, its head split open and eyes staring 
blankly at nothing. The following panel, again from Long’s perspective, shows Kovacs 
with a similarly dead, blank stare saying only, “A pretty butterfly,” to which Dr. Long’s 
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notes proclaim, “His responses to the Rorschach blot tests were surprisingly bright and 
positive and healthy. I really think he might be getting better.”31  
 
Figure 1.5: Shifting perspective during the inkblot test 
                                                          
31 Moore, Watchmen, VI.1. 
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This series of panels illuminates how the tester becomes a sort of subject in the 
process of conducting the Rorschach test. In the same manner that Kovacs is meant to 
“unwittingly reveal his unconscious thoughts and motivations to the tester,” Dr. Long 
projects his hopes to understand the psyche of one of the most infamous masked 
adventurers.32 Long optimistically “sees” the diagnosis and progress he wants to see in 
Kovacs. After several sessions, Dr. Long asserts in his notes “Of course what we have 
here is a classic case of misdirected aggression […] The flimsy story about Kitty 
Genovese is obviously there to justify his behavior to himself. It’s perfectly simple. Case 
solved.”33 Over time, however, Walter Kovacs, either intentionally or not, influences Dr. 
Long to the point where he begins to think like Rorschach, looking at an inkblot test 
during his own time, struggling to see something before noting, “The horror is this: in the 
end, it is simply a picture of empty, meaningless, blackness. We are alone. There is 
nothing else,” a sentiment that echoes Rorschach’s belief that “Existence is random. Has 
no pattern save what we imagine after staring at it for too long. No meaning save what we 
choose to impose.”34  Dr. Long has undergone an extreme change similar to Walter in his 
transformation to his alter ego, Rorschach. 
These instances that reference how the psychological community changes its 
stance based on new information mirrors the changes Rorschach undergoes in his Kantian 
logic. Philosopher Immanuel Kant believed that criminals should always be punished for 
their actions in committing a crime. Put briefly, “our status as dignified, moral agents 
obligates others to respect us and limits how they may treat us. […] In order to treat the 
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criminal as a human being with dignity, we can punish him only if he has committed a 
crime.”35 Rorschach accepts this philosophical belief as his calling, to punish criminals in 
order to treat them as full members of the community in which they reside. Criminals 
must be punished to protect the moral order. 
Despite his overarching views of moral absolutes, Rorschach cannot fully ascribe 
to German philosopher Immanuel Kant’s views because his methods cannot be 
universalized. Essentially, “if everyone killed everyone who one personally thought 
deserved to die, there wouldn’t be anyone left to punish those who do deserve 
punishment, thus defeating the purpose of pursuing such punishment in the first place.”36 
Additionally, Rorschach’s lack of checks and balances in bestowing upon himself the 
roles of judge, jury, and executioner results in his ultimate failure in dying by his moral 
code.37 In the same way that Rorschach cannot fully embrace Kant’s moral system 
because the world does not function in a simplistic way, only specific, popular narratives 
about science are embraced by the American public. Human actions and the unconscious 
mind will likely never be fully decoded or understood and if the psychological 
community mirrored Rorschach’s stubborn disposition, it would die out as a field of 
scientific inquiry. Because Rorschach refuses to compromise, “even in the face of 
Armageddon,” he pays the ultimate price in allowing Dr. Manhattan to determine his fate 
for him.38 
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Jon “Dr. Manhattan” Osterman 
Dr. Manhattan functions in the text as a metaphor for continued American nuclear 
military power following World War II. Interestingly, despite having seemingly 
unlimited power, Dr. Manhattan is constantly subject to the whims of others, unable to 
take control over his life after his accident in an intrinsic field generator destroys his 
human identity, Jon Osterman. His moniker is given to him by the United States 
government, “chosen for the ominous associations it will raise in America’s enemies,” as 
he is shaped into “something gaudy and lethal.”39 He is eventually dispatched to the war 
in Vietnam, and after only two months, the Vietcong are poised to surrender, many to Dr. 
Manhattan personally. After the Keene Act is passed which outlaws vigilantism, Dr. 
Manhattan continues to work under the government’s supervision, noting, “they can 
hardly outlaw me when their country’s defense rests in my hands.”40 These factors point 
to Dr. Manhattan as an allegory for nuclear weaponry and intervention by the United 
States, a clear correlation to the Manhattan Project. However, more specifically, Dr. 
Manhattan can be interpreted as an allusion to J. Robert Oppenheimer, the physicist who 
has become known as the “father of the atomic bomb,” the fission bomb that brought 
destruction and devastation to Hiroshima on August 6, 1945.  
Oppenheimer is widely remembered for his alleged thoughts following the 
world’s first nuclear explosion while working in the Manhattan Project: “I am become 
death, the destroyer of worlds,” an excerpt from the Hindu scripture, the Bhagavad 
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Gita.41 Oppenheimer was a major scientific advisor to the United States during World 
War II, the head of Los Alamos laboratory, the site that developed the world’s first 
atomic bombs, and served as chairman of the General Advisory Committee of the Atomic 
Energy Commission. Perhaps most controversially, he had known associations to 
Communists and opposed the hydrogen bomb after seeing the effects of the atomic bomb 
on Hiroshima, factors that led to the eventual revocation of his security clearances.42 
Considering Watchmen’s larger point regarding the complex nature of good and evil, the 
rejection of Oppenheimer by the United States government appears especially relevant. 
His change in beliefs and identification with Communist ideals labeled him as other and, 
more importantly, as enemy, in the same way that Osterman is changed into an entirely 
other being through his accident in the intrinsic field chamber. Additionally, there is a 
level of irony in both of their roles as bringers of destruction: Oppenheimer helps develop 
weaponry that is used against non-democratic and non-capitalist nations before he is 
dismissed for his own non-democratic, non-capitalist views. This mirrors Osterman’s role 
in pushing democratic, capitalist agendas in Vietnam through violent means, before being 
pushed aside for an agenda that results in similar destruction of his home country.  
Despite the often-cited Gita verse, in addition to other statements Oppenheimer 
made that appear to depict his regret over his involvement in the Manhattan Project, the 
physicist often made remarks that positioned him away from feelings of responsibility or 
guilt over the devastation of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.43 Oppenheimer’s feelings towards 
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the invention of the bomb at Los Alamos and its usage to devastate large scores of 
civilian lives are complicated. Oppenheimer believed, like many others, that the bomb 
would save more lives than it took by bringing an end to the war. In “looking beyond the 
current conflict, he hoped that the atomic bomb’s frightful power would deter future wars 
and force nations to cooperate instead of fight.”44 In the years following the bombings of 
Japan, “Oppenheimer looked back on it as something bound to happen, regardless of 
what he had done” and “repeatedly said that it was inevitable.”45 Additionally, he 
believed that his role as a nuclear physicist obligated him to serve the United States’ 
efforts in the Manhattan Project. Oppenheimer explained to his fellow workers at Los 
Alamos in November of 1945, “If you are a scientist…you believe that it is good to turn 
over to mankind at large the greatest possible power to control the world and to deal with 
it according to its lights and values.”46 This also speaks to Oppenheimer’s beliefs that the 
implementation of the bomb was beyond his duty or control. He adamantly believed that 
politics, human rights, and war were not of his expertise or concern. Influenced by his 
interpretations of Hinduism, Oppenheimer felt that others were fulfilling their dharma by 
inhabiting spaces concerning the aforementioned topics, and that his dharma as a nuclear 
physicist working toward a technologically-advanced future, outweighed any moral 
qualms that he may or may not have had in its use: 
It is not possible to be a scientist unless you believe that the knowledge of the 
world, and the power which this gives, is a thing which is of intrinsic value to 
humanity, and that you are using it to help in the spread of knowledge, and are 
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willing to take the consequences. And, therefore, I think that this resistance which 
we feel and see all around us to anything which is an attempt to treat science of 
the future as though it were rather a dangerous thing, a thing that must be watched 
and managed, is resisted not because of its inconvenience […] but resisted 
because it is based on a philosophy incompatible with that by which we live, and 
have learned to live in the past.47 
Jon Osterman and his alter ego Dr. Manhattan appear to share many attributes 
with J. Robert Oppenheimer. The horrors of World War II altered both Osterman and 
Oppenheimer’s paths, pulling the fictional Osterman from his home in Brooklyn to the 
Gila Flats base and pulling Oppenheimer from Berkeley to Los Alamos. In the same way 
that Oppenheimer believed the bomb was an unavoidable action that prevented further 
atrocities, Dr. Manhattan argues the necessity of his own actions. At one moment in 
Watchmen, Dr. Manhattan is confronted with an angry mob, demanding that costumed 
vigilantes be outlawed so police officers can return from their strike. Dr. Manhattan, 
sensing hostility from the crowd, announces, “Pay attention. You will all return to your 
homes,” before teleporting every person to their respective dwellings at once. He later 
reminisces on the memory, noting, “The next day, I am reading in the paper of two 
people who suffered heart attacks upon suddenly finding themselves indoors. More 
would have suffered during a riot, I am certain.”48 Upon discovering Veidt’s plan has 
already come to fruition, Dr. Manhattan echoes this sentiment again, reasoning, 
“Exposing this plot, we destroy any chance of peace, dooming Earth to worse 
destruction.”49 Similarly, when Oppenheimer considered his role in creating the bomb, 
specifically “his duty to build it, other men's duty to decide how to use it, and his 
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detachment from the fruits of his work,” he allegedly believed he had done “the right 
thing.”50 
Dr. Manhattan and J. Robert Oppenheimer also share the conflicted feelings 
associated with knowing one’s place within a larger structure. Oppenheimer, although 
expressing skepticism over the necessity of the bomb, argued that “scientists could not 
dictate what would result from their research, and therefore were not responsible for 
those results.”51 Oppenheimer felt that his place in creating a weapon had nothing to do 
with how government and military officials chose to utilize it. Similarly, when Dr. 
Manhattan is introduced to Veidt’s genetically-altered lynx and is subsequently 
confronted with the realization that his existence has opened up a realm of possibilities 
for scientists to be “limited only by their imaginations,” he questions, “and by their 
consciences, surely?”52 In the same way that Oppenheimer feels his scientific discovery is 
separate from its usage, Dr. Manhattan distances himself from the controversial eugenics 
experiments that have emerged from his own scientific encounter. 
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Figure 1.6: The ramifications of Dr. Manhattan’s existence 
In this light, Oppenheimer ultimately felt a lack of control regarding the use of 
atomic weaponry, just as Dr. Manhattan constantly remarks on his inability to effect 
change in any aspect of his own existence. Alan Moore’s creation of the superhuman Dr. 
Manhattan is largely explained in his character notes for his original take on the Charlton 
character, Captain Atom. He wrote, “try to imagine what it would be like to be Captain 
Atom. The desk you’re sitting at and the chair you’re sitting on give less of an impression 
of reality and solidity to you if you know that you can walk through them as if they 
weren’t there at all. Everything around you is somehow more insubstantial and ghostly, 
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including the people that you know and love.”53 Dr. Manhattan’s existence outside of the 
human understanding of time and space traps him within a series of inevitabilities, 
ironically making him the most impotent hero in the narrative. He explains, “I can’t 
prevent the future. To me it’s already happening.”54 This inability to dictate the results of 
their actions caused both the fictional Osterman and real Oppenheimer to feel 
detachment. In the same way that Dr. Manhattan is pictured obliterating a man’s head, 
reminiscing, “The morality of my activities escapes me,” Oppenheimer rejected any 
sense of “moral responsibility” for his own part in the bombings of Hiroshima, claiming 
the decisions to do so were “made by other people, not Robert Oppenheimer. He had just 
done his job.”55 Ultimately, both characters speak to larger questions of moral 
responsibility and ethics in America’s militarized scientific community.  
 
Figure 1.7: Dr. Manhattan questions his responsibility 
Conclusions 
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One of the overarching and more interesting aspects of each character examined 
in this analysis is their shared theme of extreme change after Veidt’s plan has succeeded 
in bringing about terrible destruction and peace all at once. Despite all of his posturing 
and monologuing, Ozymandias has doubts of the morality of his actions and looks to Dr. 
Manhattan to quell his uncertainty. Despite Rorschach’s unwavering beliefs on the need 
for evil to be punished, he allows a mass murderer to escape any form of justice, 
choosing instead to perish rather than submit to a lie. Despite Dr. Manhattan’s status as a 
tool of the United States government and a lethal weapon, he ponders creating life 
elsewhere in the universe. These transgressions in the final moments of the graphic novel 
can be seen as post-trauma alterations in each character’s respective personalities.  
However, these extreme changes can be read more optimistically as moments in 
which the characters can rid themselves once and for all of their superhero personas that 
no longer bring them any joy. Perhaps Adrian Veidt sheds his Ozymandias persona for a 
more humble self as seen in his final actions of confiding in Dr. Manhattan and trusting 
Dan and Laurie with something far greater than any of them. Walter Kovacs’ sacrifice 
can be seen as the only decision made in his adult life not fueled by revenge or 
retribution, a freeing moment that allows him to remove his mask and return to the 
identity a broken society prevented him from adopting. Dr. Manhattan is also granted 
freedom from his obligations as a deterrent to nuclear war, able to explore his potential 
elsewhere and allow humanity to forge its own future.  
The multifaceted characteristics of the heroes in Watchmen offer seemingly 
infinite opportunities for examination and interpretation. The analyses I have provided for 
Ozymandias, Rorschach, and Dr. Manhattan investigate these characters as analogies to 
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historical events and figures. These analyses represent avenues through which interpret 
Watchmen and continue the expansion of our understanding of the stunning universe 
created by Alan Moore. 
 
 31 
CHAPTER TWO 
WHO MAKES THE WORLD?: PROPAGANDA IN WATCHMEN 
 
Propaganda in the mass and local media influence the characters within 
Watchmen into feeling powerless in their own lives, uncertain about the future, and 
nostalgic for a manufactured memory of the past. I intend to link the fictitious graphic 
novelization of New York to the realities of contemporary American propaganda models 
and explain how the forms of propaganda in the graphic novel result in a culture of 
nihilism and nationalism. It is Alan Moore’s intention to show how propaganda which 
romanticizes the past and demonizes othered entities results in a nihilistic, isolationist, 
nationalist cultural mindset. This cultural shift leaves Americans vulnerable to allow the 
most powerful elites, specifically Adrian Veidt, to control and wreak mass violence for 
their own purposes, virtually unopposed. The fictionalized propaganda within Watchmen 
directly reflects propaganda techniques utilized in reality and mirror the cultural shift that 
is currently underway in President Trump era America. 
I find the definition provided by Garth S. Jowett and Victoria O'Donnell in the 
book Propaganda and Persuasion to be the most effective in describing what propaganda 
is and how it functions. They have defined propaganda as “the deliberate, systematic 
attempt to shape perceptions, manipulate cognitions, and direct behavior to achieve a 
response that furthers the desired intent of the propagandist.”56 Propaganda, based on this 
definition, involves a covert or overt manipulation of perceptions to produce a specific 
response by members of the public. This response can be any action that involves the 
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public consciousness, from changing cultural norms by implanting ideas about how 
society should operate to garnering mass support or opposition to political candidates and 
social movements.  
In contemporary America, the mass media serves as a line of communication 
between propagandists and the public. Edward S. Herman and Noam Chomsky explain in 
their book, Manufacturing Consent, the propaganda model and how mass media utilizes 
propaganda to “amuse, entertain, and inform, and to inculcate individuals with the values, 
beliefs and codes of behavior that will integrate them into the institutional structures of 
the larger society.”57 These authors’ dissemination of the media involves understanding 
the gaps of wealth and power between those in control of the media and those who 
consume media. They argue, “money and power are able to filter out the news fit to print, 
marginalize dissent, and allow the government and dominant private interests to get their 
messages across to the public.”58  
Herman and Chomsky’s propaganda model involves five specific elements: 
concentrated ownership and wealth of dominant mass media organizations, 
advertisement-based revenue for mass media, a reliance on government and business 
representatives or “experts” to provide information to media outlets, so-called “flak” as a 
way to keep the media in check, and lastly, a clear message of “anticommunism.”59 All of 
these ingredients interact with and reinforce one another, resulting in a web of powerful 
individuals and entities cooperating to keep the public in a desired state of compliance. In 
Watchmen, these interacting elements keep Americans disengaged from political activism 
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and compliant to law enforcement officials, specifically those employed by the state or 
local government. These citizens are content in believing what they read in newspapers, 
especially if it paints democracy in a favorable light, and happily participate in the 
capitalist economy which is deeply rooted within their understanding of American 
identity. Propaganda is rampant throughout Watchmen in a multitude of media forms, 
notably within newspaper headlines, television programs, advertisements, and modes of 
entertainment. The encoded messages within the plethora of imagery and text 
bombarding characters in the narrative contribute to a public dependent on figures and 
organizations wielding authority and power, creating an overarching nihilistic and 
isolationist worldview. The mind manipulators in Watchmen, from news editors to 
advertising agencies, all work in tandem to keep Americans pacified and distracted while 
the world is on the brink of nuclear war. 
Newspapers and News Programs 
 Newspapers, including the New York Gazette, New Frontiersman, and Nova 
Express, are constantly appearing throughout Watchmen, offering the reader a glimpse 
into what life is like for the characters within this alternate universe. These papers are 
incredibly detailed considering that they are typically not the focus of the actions, 
narrative, or artistic perspective in the panels in which they appear. Apart from the 
headline on each paper, readers can often see the newspaper company and an exact date 
of publication. An overarching theme of negativity permeates the headlines, constantly 
reminding the subscribers that nuclear war is on the brink. 
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Figure 2.1: Examples of newspapers within the text 
 Similar to the Watchman story world, themes of reports can affect perspectives 
and mold the readers’ values. As Chomsky explains, the elite media can be viewed 
largely as an agenda-setting force. The largest news corporations decide what topics are 
covered, how the issues will be framed, and what contextual information is deemed 
important or necessary to include within their reports. Additionally, there are no laws that 
force newspaper publishers to be completely objective in reporting the news, as such, 
“whether it be in clearly labeled editorial opinions or in the particular slant of an 
‘innocent’ news report or in paid advertising, newspapers are a prime source of 
propaganda in our society.”60 Through this power, the biggest newspapers and news 
programs in America have the ability to shape the public’s perceptions by selecting and 
controlling news dissemination, thus restricting debate. 
The biases of newspapers and televised news programs in America reveal a focus 
on nationalism, as news stories are often skewed to portray America as a heroic force. 
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When considering the realities of the Cold War, the biases seen within Watchmen reflect 
the biases found within contemporary American depictions of tensions in the Middle 
East.  Noam Chomsky reveals the news bias considering the so-called Russian invasion 
of Afghanistan. 
Everybody understands immediately without any specialized knowledge that the 
Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan. That’s exactly what it is. You don’t debate it 
[…] Now let’s take the American invasion of South Vietnam. The phrase itself is 
very strange… I doubt if you’ll find one case in which that phrase was used in any 
mainstream journal, or, for the most part, even in journals on the left while the 
war was going on. Yet it was as much an American invasion of South Vietnam as 
it is a Russian invasion of Afghanistan.61 
 This truth is reflected in Watchmen’s coverage of the fictionalized versions of the 
Vietnam War and the Cold War. In Watchmen, America wins the Vietnam War and is 
hailed as a heroic entity for bringing democracy to the Asian peninsula via Dr. 
Manhattan’s display of power through mass destruction and murder in Vietnam. Despite 
the horrors that accompanied the American occupation of Vietnam, the reader is never 
shown any negative portrayals of this engagement circulating the in-universe media.62 
However, there are numerous instances of news reports utilizing language equating the 
Soviet Union with aggressive, invading hostiles in the Middle East conflict. Newspaper 
headlines including “Russians Invade Afghanistan” and “Reds Cross Pakistan Border” 
paint clear, uncompromising pictures of the Soviet Union as aggressor in the Cold War.63 
Conversely, headlines that read “Russia Protests US Advance in Afghanistan” and 
“Soviets Will Not Tolerate US Adventurism in Afghanistan” portray American forces in 
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a far less violent manner.64 The language choices utilized by these newspapers set the 
agenda for Americans to view the conflict in the Middle East through the lenses they 
have chosen, specifically, lenses that portray America as a beacon for freedom and 
“adventurism” and the Soviet Union as a threat.  
 The conservative and arguably most radical newspaper in Watchmen is the New 
Frontiersman, the paper that Walter Joseph Kovacs patrons throughout the text while 
carrying a sign that reads, “the end is nigh.” These papers’ headlines are scarcely seen in 
the text; however when they are inserted into a panel, it is evident that this publication is 
much different from the more frequently appearing New York Gazette. New Frontiersman 
boasts alarmingly false headlines including, “Missing Writer: Castro to Blame?” 
referencing the disappearance of the Tales of the Black Freighter writer and “Our 
Country’s Protector Smeared by the Kremlin,” insinuating that the reporter who accused 
Dr. Manhattan of giving people cancer was somehow tied to the Soviet Union.65 These 
headlines indicate an attempt to manipulate the public into believing communists are not 
just a foreign threat, rather they are here in America. Instead of conducting investigative 
journalism to determine that America’s own Adrian Veidt was the mastermind of both 
incidents, New Frontiersman perpetuates a narrative of “othered” enemies. 
 Watchmen offers a deeper look into the New Frontiersman paper, “Honor is Like 
the Hawk: Sometimes it Must Go Hooded,” at the conclusion of chapter eight which 
illuminates its conservative, alarmist agenda. This article begins, “In this, the eleventh 
hour, with the world poised on the brink of Red Armageddon, it is vital that we, as a 
nation, should rally around those symbols that are closest to the great, warm, red-white-
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and-blue beating heart of this beleaguered country.”66 The article goes on to admonish 
Nova Express and its editor, Doug Roth, for its “cancer-smear character assassination” of 
Dr. Manhattan, accuses the paper of “irresponsible scaremongering,” and refers to the 
editor of the paper as a “pothead.” This ranting article goes on to say the Ku Klux Klan 
“were not strictly legal, but they did work voluntarily to preserve American culture in 
areas where there were very real dangers of that culture being overrun and mongrelized.” 
The writer wraps up this article calling Nova Express writers anti-American, “coked-out 
commie cowards” who are actively working to enact international communism.67  
 This battle between the New Frontiersman and Nova Express reflects today’s 
battles between news sources on the right and left of the political spectrum, particularly 
in their reporting on political events and figures. Breitbart News Network and Fox News 
are frequently at odds with MSNBC and CNN, with the former slandering the latter 
entities as “fake news.”68 A recent Breitbart article asserted that “no one believes that 
facts are CNN’s top priority – perhaps not even at CNN” and that CNN staffers are 
“totally consumed by their ongoing confrontation with Trump.”69 This article, much like 
the fictional paper’s admonishment of the “character assassination” of Dr. Manhattan, 
shames CNN’s portrayals of the President and his supporters:  
When CNN anchors rail against Trump, audiences abroad see that America hates 
its president, and that the (largely invisible) American conservatives are strange 
and loathsome creatures. Viewers calibrate their own opinions accordingly. They 
have few other sources of international news on TV, aside from the BBC and Al 
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Jazeera, neither of which is substantially different from CNN in its left-wing bias. 
CNN also provides little contrast to their views on America. 
 This correlation indicates that Alan Moore was tapping into an understanding 
about political biases within newspaper staff and that, more importantly, these articles 
exist to divide citizens. Thus, even if readers are politically engaged, they have been 
pushed to the far corners of the two-party system, rendering the public as a whole unable 
to affect change. Additionally, these fictional and non-fictional articles notably feature 
claims that other news sources are pushing anti-American agendas to the world and to 
their readers, furthering the political divide between “real” Americans who allegedly love 
their country and those who are overly critical, or in the words of New Frontiersman, 
anti-American. 
 This obsession with defining America can be seen within the final piece to the 
“Honor is Like the Hawk” publication: a political cartoon of  America’s current state 
from New Frontiersman’s perspective. This cartoon depicts a superhero emblazoned with 
the letters “USA” and stars and stripes of the American flag stands in a boxing ring. 
Opposite him are a number of offensive caricatures of a sexualized African American 
woman offering drugs, a Jewish representative of big business, an Italian mobster, a 
Soviet terrorist, and a member of the in-universe top-knot gang. Doug Roth serves as the 
referee of the match, locking the hero’s arms behind his back and saying, “now I want a 
fair fight!”70 This dense cartoon has a number of other images and symbols within it, 
notably Lady Liberty covering her eyes in sorrow. 
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Figure 2.2: Political cartoon from the story world newspaper 
 Based on this cartoon and the corresponding article, New Frontiersman argues 
that there is only one correct way to perform patriotism, and more so, that only specific 
types of people fit into the definition of what it means to be American. Ironically, the 
image of a strong, blonde-haired hero New Frontiersman resembles Adrian 
“Ozymandias” Veidt, the perpetrator behind the scandals this newspaper blames on 
various “others.” The New Frontiersman was so concerned with preserving one image of 
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what it means to be American, specifically through describing what it means not to be an 
American, that it failed to inform its readers about the threat of America’s own blonde-
haired entrepreneur, vigilante, and soon-to-be-mass murderer, Ozymandias. 
Despite the availability of both truthful and deceitful information via newspapers, 
the characters within Watchmen have limited social or political power, providing what 
Neil Postman refers to as a “great loop of impotence.” Postman explains in the book 
Amusing Ourselves to Death that “the news elicits from you a variety of opinions about 
which you can do nothing except to offer them as more news, about which you can do 
nothing.”71 The loop of impotence is made extremely clear when considering the 
newspaper salesman, Bernard. Throughout the novel, Bernard is confronted with alarmist 
headlines on the papers he sells on his street corner. Despite their ominous tones, he is 
unable to have any effect on changing the situation. The only real power he possesses is 
in speculating about current events and sharing his worries that a nuclear war is on the 
horizon with his customers. 
In addition to physical newspapers, television news broadcasts are a tool used by 
propagandists in contemporary America and within Watchmen. Television is a visual 
medium, and as such, it can be utilized as a propaganda medium because “it places a 
premium on using only material with great visual interest to broadcast.”72 Powerful and 
largely negative images are presented to viewers in clip-oriented broadcasts, resulting in 
a lack of context to provide adequate explanation to viewers about a given topic. Jowett 
and O’Donnell explain that the “shorthand” nature of television, specifically in news 
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broadcasts, results in distortion, “thus creating a form of indirect propaganda affecting 
our perceptions and shaping our attitudes toward a wide variety of issues.” 73 
Within Watchmen, television news broadcasts are a direct reflection of the 
contemporary twenty-four-hour news cycle. In a series of panels in the seventh chapter, 
Dan Dreiberg and Laurie Juspeczyk tune into the six o’clock news and are bombarded 
with short news stories of varying significance, from a tenement fire, to the arrest of 
Walter Joseph Kovacs, also known as Rorschach, to the conflict along the Pakistan-
Afghanistan border, to a peace demonstration broken up by police.74 All of these stories 
are summed up into a few sentences, giving the viewers little time to truly process any 
single story or to question the validity of the claims within each segment.  
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Figure 2.3: Dan and Laurie are overwhelmed by the nightly news 
 
The importance of television in communicating messages to the public is 
noteworthy when considering Adrian Veidt’s final plan. At this point in the narrative, the 
“heroes” have discovered Adrian’s complex plot to force the United States and the Soviet 
Union to a peace agreement through mass murder. After a failed attempt at killing Dr. 
Manhattan, Adrian reaches for a remote control. Dr. Manhattan questions, “What’s that in 
your hand, Veidt? Another ultimate weapon?” Adrian tellingly responds, “Yes. Yes you 
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could say that,” as the wall of monitors in his lair illuminate with various news reports 
around the world. The jumble of speech balloons from the monitors reveal reporters 
exclaiming over one another on each station, reporting millions of deaths, questioning if 
earth is under attack from an alien invader, commenting on incidents of insanity and child 
victims. The final panel in this overpowering sequence reveals a consensus in reporting 
as each station declares, in one form or another, that hostilities between the two super 
powers will be halted and the war in Afghanistan is over. It is only through his mass of 
television screens relaying the news of peace does Adrian finally exclaim, “I did it!”- 
despite his confident and aloof demeanor when explaining his plan only a few minutes 
prior.75  
 
Figure 2.4: Televisions reporting Adrian’s plan as truth 
The power Adrian Veidt possesses is insurmountable as television news programs 
immediately created and circulated a narrative that an alien threat had arrived. After his 
costumed peers protest he “can’t get away” with murdering millions of people, Veidt 
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explains, “All the countries are unified and pacified. Can’t get away with it? Will you 
expose me, undoing the peace millions died for? Kill me, risking subsequent 
investigation? Morally, you’re in checkmate.” Dr. Manhattan is the first to respond in 
agreement, basing his compliance on his logic, “exposing this plot, we destroy any 
chance of peace, dooming earth to worse destruction.”76 Considering this, television news 
is indeed the ultimate weapon for propaganda as it forced the most powerful entities in 
the novel, super-powered beings as well as the strongest militarized countries in the 
world, to accept the alleged truths that it has presented to viewers.  
Advertisements 
 Advertising is another tool at the disposal for propagandists to influence behavior. 
In both contemporary American society and in Watchmen, “advertising is institutional 
propaganda at its most obvious level. It serves as a constant reminder that we are being 
bombarded with messages intended to bring us to a certain point of view or behavior.”77 
Jowett and O’Donnell describe advertising as “a series of appeals, symbols, and 
statements deliberately designed to influence the receiver of the message toward the point 
of view desired by the communicatory and to act in some specific way as a result of 
receiving the message, whether it be to purchase, vote, hold positive or negative views, or 
merely maintain a memory.” 78 Advertisements in the Watchmen story world exist as a 
symbolic and cultural utility to push “the aesthetic of capitalism.” Sociologist Michael 
Schudson explains in his book, Advertising: The Uneasy Persuasion how advertisements 
push capitalist ideologies by affirming the joys of living within a capitalist society. “This 
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flat, abstract world of the advertisement is part of a deliberate effort to connect specific 
products in people’s imaginations with certain demographic groupings or needs or 
occasions.”79 The abstract representations of groups of people within advertisements exist 
within what Schudson calls “capitalist realism,” an aesthetic linking the political 
economy to celebrated values. Schudson expounds the concept of capitalist realism by 
contrasting it with socialist realism, the state-sanctioned art and advertisements of the 
Soviet Union. He explains that socialist art is faithful to life in specific ways, including 
picturing reality in a simple and communicable manner and as progressing toward an 
optimistic future.80 
In the same way that socialist realism art is designed to present a specific and 
positive representation of reality under a socialist government, advertisements in America 
present a simplified, typified representation of reality in a capitalist society. 
It does not claim to picture reality as it is but reality as it should be – life and lives 
worth emulating. It is always photography or drama or discourse with a message – 
rarely picturing individuals, it should people only as incarnations of larger social 
categories. It always assumes that there is progress. It is thoroughly optimistic, 
providing for any troubles that it identifies a solution in a particular product or 
style of life. It focuses, of course, on the new, and if it shows some signs of 
respect for tradition, this is only to help in the assimilation of some new 
commercial creation.81 
Of course, as Schudson clarifies in his book, advertising is not an official, state art; it 
does, however, promote the American “way of life.” In advertising, “there is no intention 
of capturing life as it ‘really’ is, but there is every intention of portraying social ideals, 
representing as normative those relatively rare moments of special-ness, bliss, or 
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dreamlike satisfaction.”82 The American way of life does not need state sponsored art, as 
its interconnectedness with capitalism will continue to link products with ideals. 
Mass media, including entertainment and advertising in Watchmen, is largely 
monopolized by Adrian Veidt, pointing to a relationship between the media and the elite 
class. Veidt’s logo, name, or likeness appear constantly throughout the text on a variety 
of products, companies, news reports, and television programming. Adrian Veidt owns 
the “Nostalgia” and “Millennium” fragrances which adorn the largest billboards in the 
graphic novel. His logo appears on hats and shoes, television and computer monitors, 
“Go Pain” medication, coffee pots and brewers. His likeness is used for a collection of 
action figures, for the personal training regimen called “The Veidt Method,” and for a 
not-yet-aired Saturday morning cartoon television show. Adrian Veidt owns Dimensional 
Developments, Pyramid Deliveries, and can be assumed to own Pyramid Construction at 
the end of the novel. This collection of properties and products points to Veidt having a 
stake in the cosmetic industry, the pharmaceutical industry, the clothing industry, 
consumer electronics and appliances, and private and commercial development. 
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Figure 2.5 Veidt’s action figures and computer monitor 
Veidt’s all-encompassing influence pushes the American “way of life” in the 
height of the Cold War. He has a direct interest in capitalism reigning in the United 
States, pointing to his final act, in which he sacrifices thousands of civilians’ lives for 
“the greater good,” as significantly more complicated than he claims. Despite his 
apparent objectivity in thinking laterally to solve the problem of mutually assured 
destruction, Veidt’s way of life is entirely dependent on capitalist America surviving the 
Cold War. Ultimately, despite his role as a superhero, his objective is not to protect life. 
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Veidt’s only objective is to protect his interests and ventures in the capitalist economy 
from which he benefits. 
The monopolization of the media by elites results in the public believing that they 
have the ability to choose and interpret the images they are consuming “objectively.”83 
However, the propaganda model that exists within America and in the fictional world of 
Watchmen reveals a systematic bias, making objectivity nearly impossible. Every image 
shown in advertisements, every newspaper headline, and every television program has an 
intended message for an intended audience. In Watchmen, this overarching manipulation 
is exacerbated because one man holds an enormous amount of influence and power over 
what messages and imagery are communicated to the people of New York, and 
ultimately, the narrative that Veidt constructs is the one that the other protagonists choose 
to abide by. Schudson eloquently explains, “advertising picks up some of the things that 
people hold dear and re-presents them to people as all of what they value, assuring them 
that the sponsor is the patron of common ideals.”84 From this perspective, Adrian Veidt is 
the patron of common ideals, and the ideal that he focuses on selling to the public is 
nostalgia, specifically, nostalgia for the days of World War II. 
Through Veidt’s manipulation of the public, citizens in Watchmen long for “a 
perfect world where morality worked the way it was meant to.”85 More specifically, 
people long for a time when the boundaries of good and evil were clearly defined. 
Americans in Watchmen prefer to look back on the past with rose-tinted glasses rather 
than confront the complicated world they inhabit and address the moral grey areas of 
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major events, including the Vietnam War (in which Dr. Manhattan acted as a humanoid 
nuclear weapon), the House of Un-American Activities trials equating masked heroes 
with communism, and a war with another nuclear superpower in which the population 
simply waits for inevitable global annihilation.  
This reality of Americans struggling to accept a  new world is made especially 
clear through some specific paneling choices within Watchmen. In the first chapter of the 
series, Dan Dreiberg is shown walking home, alone, on the sidewalks of New York City. 
The first panel in this sequence shows Dan leaving Hollis Mason’s home and automobile 
repair shop. The sign outside of this shop depicts a man in dirty overalls holding a giant 
wrench exclaiming “We fix ‘em!” with additional text on the bottom noting “obsolete 
models a specialty.” In the next panel, Dan is walking in the background, directly in front 
of a car dealership selling the latest electric model. In the foreground, a newspaper 
vending box reveals the latest news: “Russia Protests U.S. Advance in Afghanistan.” The 
final panel of this sequence before Dan arrives at his home depicts him from an aerial 
perspective, highlighting a billboard for Veidt’s fragrance called “Nostalgia” looming 
over him.86 The advertisements within these three panels show the progression of an 
average citizen’s emotional response to the changing world. Hollis Mason’s 
advertisement gives the impression that the past is obsolete and has already been 
forgotten and replaced with the present, as represented by the technologically advanced 
cars that now litter the streets of New York City. Ultimately, instead of adjusting to this 
change, many retreat into the comforts of nostalgia, dismissing the realities of the world 
and recalling an appealing version of the past—influenced, of course, by advertising. 
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Figure 2.6: Dan’s walk home 
The reliance on nostalgia is a reoccurring theme throughout Watchmen. Veidt’s 
fragrance continually reappears throughout the text, conditioning each of the characters in 
subtle ways to be nostalgic. This is especially poignant considering how democracy and 
capitalism are intertwined through propagandistic advertisements. Edward Bernays, 
coined as the father of public relations, theorized that social control is possible through 
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manufacturing identities and linking products with emotions and desires. His theory was 
put to the test when he was hired by the American Tobacco Company to encourage 
women to smoke cigarettes, an unpopular practice for the demographic at the time. 
Bernays staged a public display of women smoking in a parade in New York City and 
informed the presses that these women were lighting “torches of freedom.” 87 His stunt 
equating women’s equality with smoking cigarettes, along with a series of advertisements 
reinforcing this relationship, was incredibly successful. In linking the product of 
cigarettes to the notion of freedom and to the feeling of liberation, Bernays created a 
market where none had existed.  
Similarly, in linking the feelings of nostalgia to a fragrance, and further to the 
visual depiction of an attractive woman on a billboard, the market in Watchmen is 
pushing for Americans to associate reminiscing on the past and rejecting the present as a 
positive experience. Veidt himself explains his marketing strategy within one of the 
intertextual documents at the end of chapter ten, noting, “it seems to me that the success 
of the campaign is directly linked to the state of global uncertainty that has endured for 
the past forty years or more. In an era of stress and anxiety, when the present seems 
unstable and the future unlikely, the natural response is to retreat and withdraw from 
reality.” 88 However, considering how frequently mass media appears throughout the text 
reinforcing the notion that the future is uncertain, the “natural response” he references is 
unnatural and has been manufactured by propagandists. 
                                                          
87 Wendy Christensen, “Torches of Freedom: Women and Smoking Propaganda,” The Society Pages, 
February 27, 2012, https://thesocietypages.org/socimages/2012/02/27/torches-of-freedom-women-and-
smoking-propaganda/ 
88 Moore, Watchmen, X. 31. 
 52 
This rejection of the present in favor for a romanticized version of the past is 
mirrored in contemporary America in President Trump’s campaign slogan “Make 
America Great Again.” In 2012, Donald Trump trademarked the phrase to utilize years 
later emblazoned on red trucker caps as a vehicle for advertising and fundraising.89 
Rather than linking a product with a beautiful woman, in the case of Veidt’s “Nostalgia” 
fragrance, Trump chose to utilize his supporters as walking, talking advertisements for 
his campaign. The message remains the same despite the difference in marketing 
technique: reject the present and look to the past. These attitudes disregard histories of 
oppression and violence towards women and minorities in America, instead focusing on 
the “greatness” of our military during a time when things “worked the way [they were] 
meant to,” as Hollis Mason explained. These types of propaganda target and galvanize 
populations who feel that they are no longer directly benefitting from American culture, 
further dividing citizens into “real Americans” reminiscing about World War II and “anti-
Americans,” essentially, everyone else. 
Entertainment 
 In comparison to the news, entertainment including books and movies, can 
function as propaganda vehicles “in a much subtler way by presenting one set of values 
as the only viable or attractive set. Over a period of years, these values can both reflect 
and shape society’s norms.”90 In terms of how this relates to Watchmen, the entertainment 
industry largely exists to keep the public politically disengaged while reaffirming their 
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fears of impending nuclear destruction. This appears to be purposefully engineered to 
keep the public reliant on entertainment, specifically entertainment that involves 
exchanging money for pleasure, as an escape from reality. Ironically, the majority of 
entertainment in the graphic novel appears fixated on stories about impending doom, 
simply furthering feelings of nihilism and dread in anyone looking to escape from the 
realities of the Cold War. 
 Advertisements for the films being played at Utopia Cinema provide a glimpse 
into the visual entertainment the average citizen in the Watchmen universe enjoy. These 
films, This Island Earth, Things to Come, and The Day the Earth Stood Still, are notably 
science-fiction films from contemporary history.91 This Island Earth features American 
prisoners headed to a doomed planet in need of atomic energy. The humanoid aliens on 
this planet intended to relocate to Earth, however their pleas are denied by humanity’s 
unwitting representatives, and the entire planet is destroyed.92 Things to Come depicts a 
world war with a subsequent Dark Age of little technology apart from deadly biological 
weapons. However, over the course of decades, humanity reemerges with a new thirst for 
adventure into the unknowns of space.93 The Day the Earth Stood Still features a storyline 
similar to the ending of Watchmen, in which a character wants to bring an end to war on 
Earth via the threat of an extraterrestrial being. The film notably does not follow through 
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with this plan, instead allowing humanity to exist in peace with only the threat of 
obliteration by way of alien weaponry looming. 94 
 Although all of these films give hints  to the reader of Watchmen’s major plot 
points, they also offer an insight into the entertainment industry within the narrative. 
Despite the fact that Watchmen takes place in 1985, and these three films are being 
advertised in the present timeline, these films were released in contemporary America in 
1955, 1936, and 1951, respectively. This could be interpreted as another aspect of the 
alternate timeline presented in the narrative, however, it could also point to a culture 
which finds science fiction films of the past to be more relevant to viewers given the 
current events.95 If this is the case, these films reinforce feelings of nostalgia through their 
existence as entertainment artifacts while simultaneously communicating messages about 
American life in times of atomic war. 
 These films value human life over other life forms, more specifically, American 
human life. This Island Earth exists as a cautionary tale of a planet doomed because of 
atomic war; however, the message is largely muted once the humans return to Earth and 
the planet, as well as all life on it, perishes. Similarly, Things to Come attempts to show 
the horrors of life following the destruction of half the world’s population through 
biological weapons. However, over time,  humanity is depicted not just as surviving, but 
thriving. These films communicate that even if nuclear war is imminent, America will 
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live on. This message ultimately deems individual lives largely meaningless as long as 
the fabric of American society remains intact. The Day the Earth Stood Still interestingly 
depicts aliens concerned with humanity’s acquisition of atomic weaponry. An alien 
dignitary, Klaatu, along with his deadly robot, demand that Earthlings must cease all wars 
or face the consequences. Klaatu ultimately leaves Earth allowing its inhabitants to act on 
their own free will to preserve peace. Although this appears to offer an uplifting message 
about humanity potentially ceasing war, the film’s message is that of powerlessness. Just 
as the average American has little influence over an alien with the power to destroy 
planets, he has little influence over the leaders of powerful warring countries. 
Additionally, all three of the films mirror anxieties about Dr. Manhattan’s 
existence as a super-powered being. The robot in The Day the Earth Stood Still destroys 
American weaponry and vehicles in the same cold and unfeeling manner as Dr. 
Manhattan.96 The blue-tinted skin of the monitor within This Island Earth reminds 
viewers of Dr. Manhattan, aesthetically. However, it is this alien’s aloof attitude that truly 
reflects what humanity fears about Dr. Manhattan: that he is all-powerful and looks down 
on humanity as mere bugs that need to be controlled or wiped out with ease. This 
manufactured distrust of Dr. Manhattan reinforces desires for the past in a recognition 
that humanity is helpless and rendered obsolete in the wake of the super-man. 
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Figure 2.7: Dr. Manhattan mirroring a scene from The Day the Earth Stood Still 
 Outside of film, the pirate-themed comic within the graphic novel titled Tales of 
the Black Freighter offers the most insight into entertainment in the world of Watchmen. 
Over the course of the novel, a two-part story titled “Marooned” chronicles a shipwreck 
survivor’s attempts to return to his home and warn his loved ones of the impending 
arrival of a ghostly ship called the Black Freighter. In his increasingly frantic and 
distraught disposition the man’s journey is filled with self-inflicted terrors: he fashions a 
raft out of the bloated corpses of his former crew, he bludgeons and strangles a couple to 
death. After an arduous and horrific journey, the man returns to his home and murders a 
figure he assumes to be a crewman of the Black Freighter. To his horror, he realizes that 
the person he has murdered was his wife. He surrenders himself to the specter ship, 
understanding, “There’d been no plans to capture Davidstown…All my well-meaning 
plans had come to this. I choked, spat out brine and struck grimly on. They’d come to 
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Davidstown to wait until they could collect the only prize they’d ever valued. Claim the 
only soul they ever truly wanted.97 
 The gruesome excerpts from Tales of the Black Freighter exist as a cautionary 
tale for the in-universe readers to recognize how quickly they can transform into 
grotesque and unfeeling monsters if they allow fear to dictate their actions. The Black 
Freighter represents nuclear weaponry, more specifically, the nuclear weaponry that the 
Soviet Union possesses and will use against the United States if the Cold War escalates. 
This is evident in art and speech balloon placement in two sequential panels in chapter 
five. The first panel depicts an excerpt from the “Marooned” storyline: a text box 
resembling a frayed paper notes “my enemies’ hideous banner flapping dismally in my 
dreams” above an image of a tattered black flag adorned with yellow skull and 
crossbones. The following panel reveals the in-narrative reader to be a young boy named 
Bernie who frequents the local newsstand to read comics. In this panel, Bernie is sitting 
cross-legged, hunched over his comic and another text box resembling frayed paper 
divulges the words Bernie is currently reading: “That deaths-head banner; it flies above 
us all.” 98  
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Figure 2.8: Bernie reading Tales of the Black Freighter 
The significance of this juxtaposition lies in a small detail in the second panel. 
Behind Bernie, on the opposite building, a Fallout Shelter sign had previously been hung 
up. The black and yellow sign in the Watchmen universe appears to be a combination of 
the real-life aluminum signs marking fallout shelters dispersed across America starting in 
the 1960s combined with the Atomic Energy Commission’s symbol for radiation.99 In this 
light, the man within “Marooned” represents all Americans in the height of Cold War 
propaganda. The fear of impending nuclear destruction is reflected in the marooned 
man’s fear of the impending vessel. Although the marooned man could arguably 
represent any of the so-called heroes or civilians in Watchmen, he most clearly mirrors 
Walter Joseph Kovacs. 
 Kovacs is a frequent patron of Bernard’s newsstand, as previously mentioned; he 
is specifically a patron of the conservative newspaper New Frontiersman. However, once 
he dons his “face,” Kovacs, a bizarre but otherwise seemingly harmless civilian, becomes 
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the ruthless Rorschach. Just as the marooned man reasoned that his horrific acts would 
ultimately lead to him saving his town, Rorschach justifies the violence he inflicts on 
those around him by believing it will result in American lives being saved. Rorschach is 
concerned not only with the destruction of America at the hands of the Soviet Union, but 
also with the countless criminals spoiling the city he calls home. Rorschach is so 
obsessed with the larger picture, and so convinced that he understands who the heroes 
and villains of the world truly are, that he fails to realize Veidt was the true threat all 
along. Both the marooned man and Rorschach are unable to cope with the realizations 
that their brutal methods were meaningless, or even counterproductive to their end goals 
of saving some version of humanity. Just as the marooned man gives himself to the Black 
Freighter with the knowledge that he is unfit for society, Rorschach offers himself up for 
sacrifice with the knowledge that he is unfit for the lie that Veidt has concocted.100 
Unfortunately for the Americans within Watchmen, the warnings that “Marooned” 
attempts to communicate obviously do not affect change. According to an intertextual 
piece at the end of the fifth chapter of Watchmen, the fictional writer of Tales of the Black 
Freighter intended to use his comic as a means to communicate his bleak worldview. In 
another “Tales of the Black Freighter” story, this intertextual article explains: 
…there can be few readers [of another “Tales of the Black Freighter” story titled 
“The Shanty of Edward Teach”] who will forget the heart-stopping close-up shot 
of Blackbeard, portrayed as evil incarnate, in which he seems to look out at the 
reader and remind them that their own position is perhaps no more noble than 
Teach’s own: “I tread a lurching timber world, a reeking salt-caked hell; and yet, 
perhaps, no worse a world than yours, where bishops stroll through charnel yards 
with pomanders to smell; where vile men thrive and love crawls on all fours.101  
                                                          
100 Moore, Watchmen, XII. 23-24. 
101 Moore, Watchmen, V. 30. 
 60 
Despite the writer’s agenda to get Americans to reflect on their own society and 
their own actions, it appears his pleas went largely unheard. Bernard the newsvendor 
remarks to his young patron about said comic, “you keep reading that junk over an’ 
over…” to which Bernie responds, “cause they don’t make sense, man! That’s why I 
gotta read ‘em over.” 102 Bernie’s reading and re-reading of the comics at the newsvendor 
stand may point to a chance that the message is getting through to him on some level. The 
conditioning and manufactured consent he is experiencing in American culture is not 
reflected in “Tales,” however, he does not simply stop reading the books. Instead, he 
returns, day after day, to try and understand its messages about humanity and morality. 
That a profound cautionary tale was communicated within the comic medium, notably 
described as “junk,” resulted in the majority of the public missing an important message 
about how average people can be pushed to the brink of monstrous in the name of doing 
what they firmly believe is right. Additionally, this metaphorical approach failed to 
effectively communicate this message to those who did purchase these comics, or, if they 
were received, consumers were left unsure how to affect change in their own lives. 
Because the writer is merely a cog within Adrian Veidt’s mastermind plan, the comic 
exists in the same space as the apathetic and powerless characters within Watchmen: 
wanting to affect change in the world, but ultimately unable to do so. 
Conclusion 
 The overarching thread linking propaganda within Watchmen is that of a 
manufactured consent in the public, allowing the most powerful entities to determine the 
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worth of their collective lives. Noam Chomsky explains that there are two different 
groups involved in the manufacturing of consent: 
To start with, there are two different groups […] two targets for propaganda. One 
is what's sometimes called the political class. There's maybe twenty percent of the 
population which is relatively educated, more or less articulate, plays some kind 
of role in decision-making. They're supposed to sort of participate in social life—
either as managers, or cultural managers like teachers and writers and so on. 
They're supposed to vote, they're supposed to play some role in the way economic 
and political and cultural life goes on. Now their consent is crucial. So that's one 
group that has to be deeply indoctrinated. Then there's maybe eighty percent of 
the population whose main function is to follow orders and not think, and not to 
pay attention to anything—and they're the ones who usually pay the costs.103 
Within Watchmen, the political class is represented by Adrian Veidt. He largely 
exists as a cultural manager through his position as a former hero and as a wealthy 
entrepreneur who holds a large amount of influence on the public as a household name in 
virtually every industry. Considering Jowett and O’Donnell’s definition of propaganda as 
“the deliberate, systematic attempt to shape perceptions, manipulate cognitions, and 
direct behavior to achieve a response that furthers the desired intent of the propagandist,” 
Veidt appears to exist as the largest propagandist in the narrative. Through his 
unprecedented influence over a number of industries as well as influence on the 
American people, Veidt has the power to achieve the response he desires from the world: 
a response of fear. The non-hero civilians in the graphic novel represent the second group 
described by Chomsky. The newspaper vendor, the taxi-cab driver, the detectives, and the 
psychologist are consistently distracted by a bombardment of stimuli. The alarmist 
newspaper headlines, the billboards beckoning their patronage for a variety of products, 
the movies, and concerts all work together to keep the public from being politically 
informed or engaged.  
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The civilians depicted within Watchmen feel incredibly powerless in the middle 
of the Cold War, resulting in an attitude of nihilism. This is hauntingly evident when 
detectives respond to a murder-suicide involving a father and his young children. The 
mother divulges, “he said there was gonna be war with the Russians. Said he wanted to 
spare the little ones.” Upon leaving the crime scene, the detectives attempt to rationalize 
the horror. One detective says, “Listen, don’t let this ruin your day. These psych-outs are 
mostly media inspired.” The second responds, “The media inspires boredom not waking 
up one Monday morning and butchering your kids.”104 
In a sense, both detectives are correct. The media within Watchmen perpetuates 
the notion that nuclear war is inevitable. From newspaper headlines reading, “Nuclear 
Doomsday Clock Stands at Five to Twelve, Warn Experts” to advertisements with 
imagery of mushroom-clouds for candies called “mmeltdowns!” the media is fixated on 
reminding Americans that nuclear war will be upon them soon.105 At the same time, the 
media does result in the public’s passivity, eliciting a response akin to boredom. The 
constant bombardment of fearmongering and capitalizing on the aesthetic of nuclear war 
could easily become tiresome. The combination of these factors results in a message that 
Americans should simply wallow in their powerless, politically inactive boredom, 
waiting for their inevitable, impending deaths. 
The relationship between mass media and powerlessness is made especially clear 
through the relationship between words and imagery that Watchmen provides. In one 
noteworthy panel, Dan Dreiberg stands in the foreground with his palms open, looking 
upwards. Behind him is a wooden fence cluttered with frayed and graffitied posters: a 
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promotional poster for a concert in Madison Square Garden featuring Pale Horse and 
Krystalnacht, an advertisement for the Nostalgia fragrance, a campaign poster advocating 
“Four More Years” of President Nixon, a poster for Ozymandias’ charity event for 
famine relief in Southern India, and many reminders that “The End is Nigh.” In the 
previous panel, Rorschach mentions that they must “be more careful in the future.” Nite 
Owl retorts, in front of the maze of pictures, “future? What future?” 106 
 
Figure 2.9: Nite Owl, overwhelmed by advertisements 
Impotence is one of the defining character traits of the everyman character Dan 
“Nite Owl” Dreiberg. Dreiberg encompasses ultimate ineffectiveness throughout the 
book despite his seemingly empowered role as a member of the Watchmen. The 
bombardment of media paralyzes Dreiberg in the same way it paralyzes average 
Americans. He and Laurie share their feelings of terror while watching the six o’clock 
news. As the news anchor divulges the latest information about the conflict in 
Afghanistan, Laurie asks, “does this sort of stuff scare the hell out of you too, or is it just 
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me? I mean, is this another false alarm or has the big countdown finally started?” to 
which Dan responds, “I don’t like thinking about it. During Hiroshima Week, I read an 
article in Time magazine with pictures: kids’ bodies, skin burned black.”107 That Dan still 
has a visceral reaction remembering a photograph from a several-month-old magazine 
speaks to the power of imagery. It appears inevitable that Dan would have a horrifying, 
nuclear apocalypse themed nightmare after recounting this imagery combined with news 
reports about United States’ involvement in the war. When he explains his vivid and 
grotesque nightmare to Laurie, he reasons, “it’s this war, the feeling that it’s unavoidable. 
It makes me feel so powerless. So impotent. […] I can just feel this anxiety, this terror 
bearing down…”108 It is only in donning the Nite Owl mantle, and reclaiming his sexual 
prowess with Laurie, that Dan is able to feel empowered. Regardless of his newly found 
power, he ultimately fails to effect change in his world and agrees to allow Veidt’s lie to 
be accepted as truth. 
 
Figure 2.10: Dan’s news-elicited nightmare 
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Dan Dreiberg’s companion, Hollis Mason, was the first man to don the Nite Owl 
mantle in the Watchmen universe. He explains his longings for the past in the intertextual 
book “Under the Hood”: 
…there just seemed to be a sort of bleak, uneasy feeling in the air […] I don’t 
think I could really describe it completely except maybe to somebody who 
remembered the terrific elation we all felt after the war: we felt that we’d taken 
the worst that the 20th century could throw at us and stood our ground. We felt as 
if we’d really won a hard-earned peace and prosperity that would see us well into 
the year 2000. 109 
 
Mason reasons that he, along with the other original costumed heroes, gallivanted 
as masked vigilantes to “express the notion of good and evil in simple, childish terms, 
while over in Europe they were turning human beings into soap and lampshades.”110 
Mason acknowledges the absurdity of his convictions given the gravity of the second 
World War; however his feelings reflected the notion that Americans truly believed there 
was evil personified in the world, making anyone who combated said evil to be a force of 
good and justifying any violence against them. In the modern Watchmen timeline, the 
masked vigilantes have returned and they are still struggling to sort out this dichotomy 
through the same simplified terms, exacerbated by a culture that reinforces these notions. 
Watchmen is a complex and masterfully crafted graphic novel which provides 
examples of propaganda that match contemporary definitions and examples of 
propaganda in the media, resulting in a community of people who have given up large 
portions of their autonomy and power to one member of the elite. The fictitious graphic 
novelization of New York mirrors contemporary American propaganda models and offers 
insight into how covert manipulation functions. In this way, Watchmen is a reflection of 
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the in-universe comic, Tales of the Black Freighter, as it uses the comics medium as an 
attempt to communicate larger messages about our own society. Of course, Tales of the 
Black Freighter had its own propagandistic agenda to manipulate its readers to see the 
world from the fictional writer’s point of view. Similarly, Watchmen functions as its own 
work of propaganda, sending messages about the dichotomy of good and evil, nuclear 
weaponry and war, idolization of elites, and a multitude of other topics to its readers.111  
Reading Watchmen in today’s America makes it clear that Moore’s concerns are 
relevant today when considering the management and manipulation of the public. The 
vision of propaganda presented in Watchmen shows how easily one man can impose his 
agenda given the right political and cultural climate. In fact, it is because the world is so 
complicated, because the public is so incredibly distracted and disengaged, that Veidt is 
able to shape reality to his will. Considering our own world, Watchmen highlights how 
easily we are willing to accept visions of America, of ourselves, and of others, which 
have been crafted by powerful figures, be it through purchasing products or electing 
officials. This graphic novel pushes us to be skeptical, to ask questions, and most 
importantly, to stay engaged in our communities and country in meaningful ways. 
Watchmen presents a fictionalized version of our own reality, of our culture, and of the 
models of propaganda being utilized at this very moment, if only slightly more 
fantastical. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
NOTHING ENDS: THE ADAPTION OF WATCHMEN 
 
In 2009, audiences around the world were introduced to the cinematic adaption of 
the graphic novel that changed comics. In the days, months, and years since, Zack 
Snyder’s Watchmen has largely vanished from popular cultural ethos as it was “neither 
loved nor hated by either the fanbase or general audiences.”112 Despite the 
groundbreaking source material provided by Alan Moore, Dave Gibbons, and John 
Higgins, the film adaption of Watchmen failed to have the lasting impact of the graphic 
novel. The adaptation of Watchmen was doomed to mediocrity because of  the limits of 
the cinematic form, a lack of transparency regarding the meaning of the film, and a 
pervading dissonant tone that clashed with  the original material’s messages regarding 
morality.113 The film adaption misconstrues the original text’s messages regarding moral 
crises, encouraging the viewer to indulge in gratuitous depictions of physical and sexual 
violence parading as justice. The film utilizes a lenient and approving lens to depict the 
lives of morally questionable individuals instead of offering a mirror to force the viewer 
to question their own virtues and acceptance of ideas of truth and justice in a complicated 
world.  
 Before analyzing the film adaption of Watchmen, I feel it is necessary to 
investigate why comic books are adapted into films in the first place, especially with such 
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fervor in recent history. The recent rise of superhero films can be attributed to multiple 
interconnected factors. First, comic book conventions have become an invaluable 
resource for the comics, television, and film industries. As conventions like San Diego 
Comic Con grew larger, drawing in crowds in the thousands, “studios increasingly relied 
on the convention as both a means of legitimizing products with fans and as an 
instrumental mechanism in riving cultural awareness.”114 Marketing for superhero films 
has taken on a multiple-avenue approach: utilizing interactive marketing at conventions 
aimed at the core audience of comic book fans, placing advertisements for films within 
the issues of comics themselves, also targeting the core audience, and implementing more 
traditional forms of commercials and advertising to get attention from casual 
consumers.115 Another factor influencing the rise of superhero films is the advancement of 
special effects in cinematography, allowing for more realistic depictions of what 
superpowers would look like across a vast array of landscapes. Computer generated 
imagery, although expensive, allows directors to mirror the creative freedom comic 
artists had in creating fantastical characters. The most influential factor, however, lies in 
movie studios’ awareness of the financial incentive of taking masked adventurers out of 
comic books and putting them onto the big screen, much to the enjoyment of nostalgic 
audiences with expendable income. Superheroes and supervillains provide the perfect 
film fodder for prequels, sequels, and spinoffs. Put simply, “superheroes, with their 
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never-ending crusades for justice, are the gift that keeps on giving,” locked in perpetual 
conflicts in the struggle against evil to the tune of millions in the box office.116 
 From this perspective, one can understand why Alan Moore distanced himself 
both from the adaptions of his works as well as the comic industry at large. Moore argued 
in an interview before Snyder’s Watchmen was released, “There are three or four 
companies now that exist for the sole purpose of creating not comics, but storyboards for 
films. It may be true that the only reason the comic book industry now exists is for this 
purpose, to create characters for movies, board games and other types of merchandise.” 
He went on to explain his perspective, that these companies “take an idea, bowdlerize it, 
blow it up, make it infantile and spend $100 million to give people a brief escape from 
their boring and often demeaning lives at work. It’s obscene and it’s offensive.”117 Moore 
has said that, after years of feeling taken advantage of by the comics industry at large, 
and by DC Comics in particular, “there’s nothing that could get me interested in 
Hollywood again. And, increasingly, there’s nothing that could get me interested in the 
American comics industry again.”118 
 Regardless of Alan Moore’s disdain for the Hollywood machine and despite the 
graphic novel’s reputation for being “un-filmable,” Watchmen was almost inevitably 
adapted into a film and released in 2009.119 Zack Snyder, fresh off his visually-stunning 
film adaption of Frank Miller’s Dark Horse Comics Miniseries, 300, picked up the 
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Watchmen film that others were unwilling to touch. With an estimated budget of $130 
million, Watchmen was slated to entertain theater audiences whose appetite for superhero 
films had not yet been satiated by 20th Century Fox’s successful X-Men trilogy, the 
Fantastic Four films, Sam Rami’s Spider-Man trilogy, Warner Bros.’ Superman Returns 
and The Dark Knight, or the beginnings of Marvel’s “cinematic universe” including Iron 
Man and The Incredible Hulk. 120 
 However, Zack Snyder’s Watchmen was not nearly as financially successful as 
other “superhero team” films that were released in the first decade of the 2000s. 
Domestic gross figures for Watchmen are reported to have been over $107 million.121 
Although this amount is far from inconsequential, all three of the original X-Men films 
made millions more. The 2009 X-Men film grossed over $157 million and the final 
installment, X-Men: The Last Stand, released just three years prior to Watchmen, grossed 
over $234 million, domestically. Several superhero films featuring a single titular 
character grossed even more in the box office, with Paramount’s 2008 film, Iron Man, 
bringing in over $318 million and Sony’s 2002 film, Spider-Man, grossing over $403 
million. Just one year before Watchmen’s release, Warner Bros. previous DC Comics-
inspired film, The Dark Knight, pulled in over $534 million.122  Based on this 
information, it appears that Watchmen was not a victim of  a lack of interest in superhero 
films. Americans, on the contrary, were enjoying  superhero films more than ever before: 
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after all,  three years after Watchmen’s release, Marvel’s The Avengers debuted as one of 
the top grossing films of all-time, having made over $623 million in the box office.123  
These figures beg the question: why was Watchmen comparatively unsuccessful 
relative to other superhero films of its time? There are many possible answers to this 
question; I argue, however, that Watchmen enjoyed only lackluster success at the box 
office largely because it failed to create something new for audiences unfamiliar with the 
graphic novel while simultaneously failing to show a clear understanding of the source 
material in a way that appealed to fans of Moore’s work. Based on Zack Snyder’s own 
words, the film was intended for audiences who had never read the source material. The 
film attempts to “recapture the experience of reading Watchmen for the first time.”124 
Snyder explained in an interview, “The person who goes into 'Watchmen' thinking it's a 
superhero movie is the right guy to see the movie. He's gonna have the intended viewing 
experience, in the sense that he's me when I read the graphic novel.”125 Snyder has also 
been quoted saying, “the point of the movie is not to replace the graphic novel. […] If the 
movie is successful, that's great. But in the end, I want people to read [Moore's] book.”126 
Unfortunately, because of these efforts, it appears that Snyder’s Watchmen “exists 
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primarily as a nearly three-hour advertisement for its source material” and, even in doing 
so, appeared to have misunderstood the source material it was advertising.127 
 Despite its anemic performance in American cinemas, Snyder’s Watchmen has 
been lauded it for its panel-to-frame visuals which almost exactly mirror the artwork of 
the graphic novel. However, others have argued that the film is “a slave to the material,” 
unable to break free from the narrative it adapts.128 To the film’s detriment or benefit, 
Zack Snyder was left with few alternatives. Other superhero films have significantly 
larger canons to pull material from. Writers and directors can mix and match heroes, 
villains, plotlines, locations, and time periods for their films, allowing for more creativity 
and flexibility. In contrast, Watchmen is a self-contained story which introduces heroes 
and villains in a specific moment in an alternate timeline of American history. The film 
was thus essentially forced into repurposing the panels into a storyboard. 
Although the majority of the film appears visually faithful to the source material, 
Snyder’s Watchmen suffers from a focus on style over substance, specifically regarding 
depictions of violence. Brilliantly choreographed fight sequences that depict graphic, 
bone-popping, head-splitting violence litter the film, at the expense of  the subtler 
violence that appears in the graphic novel. The limited number of panels depicting fight 
sequences are drawn out into several minute-long beatdowns to keep audiences’ attention 
through an almost three-hour film as well as fulfill their desires for intense action 
sequences. The ordinary humans thrust into the lives of heroes are depicted as 
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extraordinary in the film, with the strength to break limbs with a single punch and toss 
foes like ragdolls across alleyways.  
The excessive displays of brute, superhuman strength, while entertaining, fail to 
communicate the source material effectively, as the original graphic novel narrative is 
heavily influenced by the emergence of one man with superpowers: Dr. Manhattan. 
Hollis Mason, the original Nite Owl, best describes the significance of Dr. Manhattan’s 
existence as the first, and only, superhero: 
There was a certain elation…it felt as if Santa Clause had suddenly turned out to 
be real after all. Coupled with and complementary to this was a terrible and 
uneven sense of fear and uncertainty. While this was hard to define precisely, if I 
had to boil it down into three words, those words would be, “We’ve been 
replaced.” I’m not just talking about the non-powered costumed hero fraternity 
here, you understand, although Dr. Manhattan’s appearance was certainly one of 
the factors that led to my own increased feelings of obsolescence and my eventual 
decision to quit the hero business altogether. You see, while masked vigilantes 
had certainly been made obsolete, so in a sense had ever other living organism 
upon the planet.129 
Hollis Mason’s anxieties about the “dawn of the Super-Hero” contextualize the 
protagonists’ actions and emotions with the feelings of the ordinary Americans within the 
Watchmen story world. Alan Moore elaborated on his skepticism that people would feel 
safer if a superhero like Superman existed in the real world: “Would you trust a creature 
who could hear what you were saying from 100 miles away, who could see what you 
were doing inside a locked room?”130 The film adaption disregards these aspects of the 
original work in favor of multiple superhero characters, negating the feelings of dread 
and nihilism that the other characters should be feeling. The director’s cut of Watchmen 
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features a scene in which even Hollis Mason appears to have extraordinary powers as he 
fights a gang in his home, even though he is, at this point, an elderly man. It appears 
Mason would have stood a chance in the film if not for the fact that he was 
outnumbered.131 This is extremely different from the graphic novel in which he is beat to 
death, only able to hit one of his attackers before being pummeled to the ground and 
murdered. His memories of fending off foes with ease remain in the realm of memory in 
the graphic novel, as opposed to mirroring his fight against the gang in the film.132 
 
Figure 3.6: Hollis Mason, superhero vs Hollis Mason, ordinary man 
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These depictions of excessive physical violence continue in Snyder’s tone-deaf 
depictions of sexual violence and sexuality. Snyder’s depiction of the Comedian sexually 
assaulting Sally Jupiter, the first Silk Spectre, is irresponsible and shocking especially 
considering that Snyder utilized the source material to frame other shots. In the graphic 
novel, Jupiter and her costumed colleagues have gathered for a photograph. Their 
comradery is shown through several panels filled with colorful characters and speech 
balloons. As the other adventurers make plans to reconvene elsewhere, Sally remarks, 
“You guys go ahead. I gotta change.” In the following panel, Sally is shown from a 
distance, facing away from the reader in an empty room. The panel does not feature any 
speech balloons or any other characters, evoking feelings of uncertainty and insecurity in 
the reader. In the next panel, she has already begun undressing, shown to be wearing pink 
undergarments and purple tights, from a reasonable distance that portrays her entire 
figure, along with a speech balloon emanating from outside of the panel, simply saying, 
“Hi.”133 These panels leading up to a horrifying attack show how vulnerable Jupiter is 
and, without context, would have otherwise been respectful depictions of a woman 
undressing. 
                                                          
133 Moore, Watchmen, II.5. 
 76 
 
Figure 3.7: Sally Jupiter’s isolation 
Contrastingly, the film version of this moment begins with a series of shots that 
sexualize the first Silk Spectre. The male gaze is incredibly pervasive in this sequence, 
beginning with a panning shot of Sally Jupiter’s mostly-bare back. The film continues to 
show several close-up shots of Sally’s breasts and thighs in black lingerie as she 
undresses. Her full body is never shown in these shots, instead she is dissected into body 
parts for the audience’s viewing pleasure.134 These shots have a tone of sensual appeal 
and depict an environment that relishes in the exploration and sexualization of the female 
form rather than functioning as an indicator to the audience that her peer is about to 
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attack her. Bizarrely, the only time Jupiter’s entire body is shown from a relative distance 
in the film is after she’s been repeatedly beat by the Comedian and is lying, face-down, 
on the floor. This also contradicts the tone set forth in the graphic novel which depicts the 
beating from an uncomfortably close perspective, refusing the reader any ability to linger 
on Sally Jupiter’s body as she is being abused. 135 
 
Figure 3.8: The male gaze of the viewer and the Comedian 
In a similarly disrespectful and irresponsible fashion, a problematic depiction of 
sexuality appears within the opening credits sequence of the film, which can be directly 
attributed to Zack Snyder’s vision for the film as it visually depicts many moments of the 
Watchmen backstory that were told textually. The Silhouette, another costumed vigilante 
of the Minutemen era, outs herself as a lesbian very publicly in the film adaption when 
she is shown recreating the infamous “V-J Day in Times Square” photograph of a sailor 
enthusiastically kissing a nurse on the streets of New York City.136 The Silhouette is seen 
again with this woman in white at Sally Jupiter’s retirement party, clearly conducting 
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themselves more intimately with one another than with any of the other costumed 
adventurers.137 This is a significant contradicts to the graphic novel’s storyline in which 
she is outed in a newspaper article and later shunned by the members of the 
Minutemen.138 Both the graphic novel and the film explain that she and her lover are 
murdered sometime in the 1940s, however the opening sequence depiction of the 
Silhouette’s sexuality and murder fails to address how Watchmen’s costumed heroes are 
morally flawed. In the graphic novel, the Minutemen fail to protect their former colleague 
or her lover specifically because of their sexualities. Hollis Mason explains that one of 
the members of the Minutemen persuaded the so-called heroes “to expel [the Silhouette] 
from the group” after a newspaper exposed her relationship with another woman and she 
was murdered only “six weeks later.”139 Similarly, regarding the sexual assault of Sally 
Jupiter, Hooded Justice interrupts any further violations of Sally’s body by physically 
attacking the Comedian. However, despite his heroic antics, he then looks to Sally, who 
appears bloodied and humiliated, and says, “for God’s sakes, cover yourself,” hinting that 
he feels her lack of clothing made her indecent and she should have expected an attack.140  
In these instances, the graphic novel clearly shows that the so-called heroes of the 
book are far from beacons of morality. Instead of protecting a vulnerable couple who had 
just had their privacy infringed upon in the most public of forums, the Minutemen 
abandoned the Silhouette and her lover to be targeted and murdered by a known enemy. 
Instead of offering genuine concern or care for a victim of an attempted rape, Hooded 
Justice falls into the territory of victim-blaming Silk Spectre. Even more concerning, the 
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Minutemen allow the Comedian to quietly leave their organized crime-fighting ring and 
“persuaded Sally not to press charges against [him] for the good of the group’s image.”141 
These incidents reveal how so-called heroes are willing to compromise their sense of 
justice and morality for the sake of public image, speaking to the unfortunate reality of 
many survivors of sexual violence in our contemporary world. According to the Rape, 
Abuse & Incest National Network (RAINN), only about one third of sexual assaults are 
reported to law enforcement. Victims choose not to come forward for a number of 
reasons, including a fear of retaliation, believing the incident was a personal matter, or 
wanting to avoid getting the perpetrator in trouble.142 In the case of Watchmen, it appears 
that Sally was coerced into silence, possibly fearing retaliation or to avoid endangering 
the Comedian, and the Silhouette was deemed unworthy of their protection or affiliation 
because of her lesbian identity. The graphic novel highlights these crimes to portray the 
Minutemen’s biases in determining which lives are expendable, and by extension, calls 
the reader to question the altruism of the other so-called heroes of the story. 
The film’s portrayal of these incidents, on the other hand, points to individual 
bigots and sex offenders and shows the organized community of heroes existing as 
exactly that: heroes. In the movie, the Minutemen welcome the Silhouette and her lover 
with open arms and save Sally, the damsel in distress, just as any modern-day hero 
would. This depiction disregards the inherent biases against minorities in the comics 
industry as well as the systematic violence and oppression towards women and the 
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LGBTQ+ community in American society which the graphic novel effectively 
communicated. 
These depictions of physical and sexual violence are notably absent in the film’s 
portrayal of the singular, climactic moment of extreme and excessive violence of the 
original text. In the film, Veidt’s orchestrated attack occurs across multiple cities. The 
viewer is shown one of these attacks, in which a large orb of light appears in New York 
City, levitating a number of people and cars on the street, before creating an enormous 
crater in the middle of the city. When Dr. Manhattan and Laurie teleport to the site of the 
attack, Laurie appears dumbfounded and shocked by the destruction of the city’s 
infrastructure. There is no blood to be seen, no bodies among the wreckage, recognizable 
or otherwise, and no screams of terror to influence her to have a more visceral, horrified 
or disgusted reaction.  
 
Figure 3.9: Silently observing the destruction of New York City 
This ultimate sacrifice that is made for Veidt’s utopia at the narrative’s climax 
seems largely inconsequential in comparison to the gritty gore and violence depicted 
throughout the film. After about two hours of gratuitous carnage, including graphic 
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depictions of a woman’s fingers being shot off, a gang-member’s leg snapped into a 
grotesquely impossible angle, a prisoner’s arms sawed off, and a butcher knife repeatedly 
slammed into a man’s skull, all of which happening to the tune of victims’ screams and 
pleas for mercy, a large burst of light in New York City is meaningless. The viewer sees 
no blood and hears no screams of terror when Veidt’s plan comes to fruition in the film. 
Visually, the blast of light looks similar to Dr. Manhattan’s harmless teleportation 
powers, further downplaying the violence that has occurred. 
In comparison to the original text, the violence of the film ending is entirely 
muted to the point of viewer apathy, whereas Moore’s Watchmen capitalizes on this 
moment as a narrative climax. Adrian Veidt’s orchestrated attack on New York City to 
force the United States and the Soviet Union to a peace agreement is accomplished 
through the teleportation of an enormous, psychic, squid-like monstrosity into the city. 
Textually, the reader is informed that millions are killed through the force of this gigantic 
horror appearing out of thin air and many more commit murder or suicide from the 
mental instability caused by the psychic waves it emitted.143 Visually, the reader is shown 
page after page of the aftermath of the attack. These panels are filled with red tones and 
notably lack dialogue or contextual text balloons, contrasting the otherwise text-filled and 
secondary-color-palette visuals of the previous chapters. Moore, Gibbons and Higgins 
allow this moment to exist on several full-page spreads, capturing the weight of Veidt’s 
plan in these scenes of bloodied corpses pouring out of broken windows into the streets.144 
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Laurie is forced to confront this carnage directly, standing on the corpse-covered streets, 
desperately trying to process the horrors she has witnessed. This glimpse into Laurie’s 
emotions reveals the empathy she feels for her fellow man and regret that she did nothing 
to save them. 
 
Figure 3.10: Laurie’s horror witnessing Veidt’s plan 
                                                                                                                                                                             
time on these panels because of the nature of how we perceive space and time on the page. Scott McCloud, 
Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, Inc., 1993), 101. 
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Zack Snyder has been asked about the changes to the end of the film on multiple 
occasions. For the most part, his explanation is that the time limitations on the form 
resulted in him crafting an alternate ending. He argued, “the squid just represents a 30-
minute right turn that, in order for it to make any sense at all, you would have to take. 
What I was concerned with, if I took that 30-minute left turn to explain the squid, you’d 
be talking about taking 30 minutes of other stuff out of the movie.”145 He goes on to say 
he already felt pressed for time to show his vision of Rorschach, Nite Owl, and Dr. 
Manhattan and “wouldn’t want to lose a minute of that stuff.” Considering the time 
constrains of a film, it is understandable why Snyder chose a simpler route to explain 
Veidt’s plan, one with significantly less characters and backstory. In another interview, 
Snyder explained his vision of the film regarding the ending: 
You know, the whole movie is a satire. It’s a genre-busting movie. The graphic 
novel was written to analyze the graphic novel — and comic books and the Cold 
War and politics and the place that comic books play in the mythology of pop 
culture. I guess that’s what I’m getting at with the end of “Watchmen” — in the 
end, the most important thing with the end was that it tells the story of the graphic 
novel. The morality tale of the graphic novel is still told exactly as it was told in 
the graphic novel — I used slightly different devices.146 
However, the devices aren’t just slightly different, and the critiques of the film 
ending are not confined simply to the removal of a squid-like monster. The lack of the 
street life narrative hurts the ending of the film, especially considering that Snyder’s 
intended audience were people who have not read the graphic novel. Readers of the 
graphic novel were guided through the streets of New York and introduced to a variety of 
ordinary people: the newsvendor and the boy at his stand, both named Bernard, the 
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lesbian cab driver, the detectives investigating the Comedian’s murder, and Dr. Malcolm 
Long. The reader learns an incredible amount of information about these minor 
characters’ personal lives, including their difficult relationships, their anxieties about the 
Cold War, and their complicated feelings about masked heroes. As the masked vigilantes 
are debating Veidt’s plan, these minor plotlines and characters converge as they intervene 
in a fight on the street. After his plan succeeds, “we see the bodies of characters we knew 
stacked high and bloody on the streets. Seeing the full extent of the violence, of 
characters we know dead, is what makes the ending so much more visceral […] It’s this 
glimpse at the destruction combined with our connection to the characters that makes the 
debate at the end much more than an abstract intellectual discussion.”147 
 
Figure 3.11: Last moments of humanity and the consequence of Veidt’s plan 
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The intended viewer of Snyder’s Watchmen, on the other hand, has no reason to 
care if the newsvendor, his patron, or the psychologist are obliterated as they have 
absolutely no emotional attachment to any of these characters. More concerningly, the 
absence of these characters in the film dilutes the realization of how utterly ineffective 
the so-called heroes of the film truly are. While Nite Owl and Rorschach are debating 
Ozymandias off in a desolate, arctic landscape and a horrible monstrosity appears in New 
York City, “we don’t see selfishness; we see Bernard the news vendor reach out to shield 
young Bernard. In his last moment, the cynicism we’ve heard nonstop from Bernard 
disappears and his final act is an attempt to save someone else, someone he barely 
knows.”148 The film version peculiarly shows this interaction between the two Bernards 
with zero context, as such, the viewer is not confronted with the fact that this act was one 
of the only truly heroic acts of the source material. The only direct connection the film 
audience gains from the ending is from Laurie and Dr. Manhattan’s brief visit to the city. 
In this sequence, they observe the destruction for a distance, “focusing on the destroyed 
property, not the bodies. As such, neither they nor the audience ever really feel the impact 
of what Veidt did, and thus we don’t feel the emotions the ending wants us to feel.”149  
More concerning than simple omission, the psychologist, Dr. Long, is portrayed 
as an incredibly unlikeable character in the film, leading to the viewer to possibly revel in 
his death. In the film, Dr. Long, who serves solely as a device for the audience to learn 
about Rorschach, seems to take little interest in his patient. He gives up on his treatment 
of Walter Kovacs after only one session, saying, “I can’t help him.” Later, during the 
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prison riot, Dr. Long is curiously still in the precinct, looking for refuge among the 
inmate files. Kovacs surprises the doctor and demands his “face” is returned to him as the 
psychologist pleads for his life. As Kovacs dons his mask, he looks down upon the 
cowering Dr. Long and says, “Your turn, doctor. Tell me, what do you see?”150  
The tone of these scenes results in the viewer sympathizing with Rorschach, 
seeing him as a hero and seeing the psychologist through Rorschach’s perspective as “fat 
[and] wealthy,” with “liberal sensibilities,” only interested in compromised versions of 
rehabilitation, specifically for those who are famous.151 This contrasts the humanizing 
narrative that is presented in the graphic novel which provides Dr. Long with his own 
miniature story arc. In the original work, Dr. Long may very well be interested in curing 
Kovacs for fame, but he appears to be an upbeat and friendly person. His personal notes 
from his first visit with Kovacs are optimistic as he writes, “I’m convinced I can help 
him. No problem is beyond the grasp of a good psychoanalyst. And they tell me I’m very 
good. Good with people.”152 However, it becomes clear that, over time, he is deeply 
affected by Kovacs, becoming borderline obsessed with Kovacs’ life and worldview, to 
the point where it begins to affect his marriage. By the end of his time working with 
Kovacs, Dr. Long is clearly a changed man. After a fight with his wife, he writes in his 
notes: 
I sat on the bed. I looked at the Rorschach blot. I tried to pretend it looked like a 
spreading tree, shadows poled beneath it, but it didn’t. It looked more like a dead 
cat I once found, the fat glistening grubs writhing blindly, squirming over each 
other, frantically tunneling away from the light. But even that is avoiding the real 
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horror. The horror is this: in the end, it is simply a picture of empty meaningless 
blackness. We are alone. There is nothing else.153 
 However, despite all odds and his transformation into a shell of his former self, 
Dr. Long chooses to intervene in a moment, showing true heroics, at the end of the 
graphic novel. As his wife, Gloria, confronts him about his work, Dr. Long witnesses a 
taxi driver getting into a physical altercation with her girlfriend. Despite Gloria’s 
demands for him not to get involved, Malcolm explains, “Gloria, please. I have to. In a 
world like this…I mean, it’s all we can do, try to help each other. It’s all that means 
anything…154 Just as Bernard’s final act is to shield a boy he hardly knows, Dr. Long’s 
final act involves putting his own marriage at stake to try and help a stranger in need. 
Both Bernard and Dr. Long act to help their fellow man without the need for fame or 
glory, putting their own self-interests aside for the greater good. In comparison to the 
members of the Minutemen and the Watchmen, these are the only true heroes of the 
graphic novel. 
Zack Snyder chose to leave out this arguably more interesting narrative in place 
of creating a narrative in which there are no morally-ambiguous heroes and civilian lives 
are unimportant and expendable. Of course, these were likely cut because of time 
constraints, regardless, the film still defies  the graphic novel’s message that the main 
characters should not be typical altruistic heroes. Moore and Gibbons allowed readers to 
explore each individual protagonist equally. No one character appears to be the sole 
driving force of the narrative and no one character appears to be a clear representation of 
justice or righteousness; rather, they all play equally important roles leading up to the 
very end. Confusingly, Snyder chose to have Rorschach and Nite Owl become the heroes 
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of the narrative, a narrative that specifically does not have a clear hero. This provides 
another example of the film’s tonal dissonance in relation to the source material.   
The film’s focus on two characters eschews the collective cast of the novel to 
create two heroes for the narrative. As Rorschach leaves Adrian’s lair, refusing to silently 
comply, he looks back at Nite Owl and says, “Never compromise, not even in the face of 
Armageddon. That’s always been the difference between us, Daniel.” He then confronts 
Dr. Manhattan in the cold, snowy landscape, arguing with the super-man who refuses to 
let him tell the world the truth, “suddenly you discover humanity? Convenient.” He takes 
off his mask and says, “if you had cared from the start, none of this would have 
happened.” Kovacs berates Dr. Manhattan’s stance, knowing that he will be unsuccessful 
in changing his mind. Kovacs’ lip quivers and his brow furrows. The music swells to a 
crescendo, building a tone of sadness for what is about to happen. He whispers, “what are 
you waiting for? Do it,” to the unfeeling Dr. Manhattan, then demands he take action, 
screaming, “DO IT!” 
With a slight hand motion, Kovacs explodes into a bloody mist. Nite Owl 
witnesses Dr. Manhattan obliterate Rorschach and he falls to his knees, screaming “NO!” 
in absolute horror. He rips off his goggles and pulls back his cowl in grief, looking upon 
the blood spatter of what used to be his friend. He then angrily attacks Ozymandias, 
tackling him into his wall of television screens. Adrian allows him to let out his 
aggression unchallenged, arguing that a sacrifice had to be made. Dan argues Adrian has 
“deformed” and “mutilated” mankind, ultimately resigning in disgust to Adrian’s world, 
looking back only once in disappointment to the world’s smartest man.155 
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Comparing this tone to the ending brought forward by the graphic novel is 
startling. Rorschach is portrayed as a hero but not the hero of the book. Similarly, Nite 
Owl’s bravado is unfounded as Dan Dreiberg exists as a cog in the machine of the world 
around him. He rarely acts in his own life, allowing many things to just happen to him 
and his friends. He does not attempt to intervene in Kovacs’ murder, nor does he attack 
Veidt in a fit of rage. Moore’s Dreiberg complies with Adrian’s plan the same way he 
complied with the Keene Act which barred masked heroes from circumventing the law. 
Each hero in Watchmen is morally-grey, reflecting their existence within a morally-grey 
world. Their actions are all portrayed “without condoning or condemning,” allowing the 
reader to identify with aspects of each character, and more broadly, encouraging them to 
analyze comic book hero tropes in other works. 
The film, as a product intended to introduce and encourage people to read 
Watchmen, fails to properly convey any of these meanings of morality and justice. 
Someone leaving the theater and picking up a copy of the graphic novel would be 
shocked to discover that the heroes of the film they just watched are a contradictory, 
ultra-conservative, nihilistic sociopath and an impotent, awkward, lonely bird-lover. 
These aspects of their personalities are largely overlooked and erased in favor of 
depicting two awesome, ass-kicking heroes. It disregards Moore’s intentions for the 
characters, and more importantly, his intentions for readers to associate with and form 
their own opinions about his characters. He explained, “it’s up to the reader to formulate 
their own response to the world.”156 
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Content and director choices aside, the largest problems with the film adaption 
come from the limits of the form itself and the fact that the story was made to be told 
through the comics. In comparison to film, the graphic novel format of a story offers 
considerably more freedom to the consumer. The reader can linger on a panel to inspect 
its every detail or choose to spend less time on a panel if, for example, it depicts a 
gruesome image of a dog with its head splayed open. The reader can flip back in the 
narrative and re-read sections for context or pleasure, which is especially relevant for 
Watchmen as it gives the reader a similar semi-omniscience and lack of time constraints 
that Dr. Manhattan possesses. The reader can stop at any time, bookmark their position, 
and resume whenever they want, hours, days, weeks, or months later. When it comes to a 
film, however, the experience is much different as the viewer has significantly less 
control. A film sets the pace of actions and events, deciding for the viewer how much 
time should be spent dissecting and deciphering the events of a frame. Of course, viewers 
can pause and rewind films that they possess, but considering the theatrical experience, 
viewers have no control over how the narrative is consumed. 
All things considered, Snyder’s Watchmen is a product of the American film 
industry. Sex and violence are staples of action films and Snyder’s Watchmen adhered to 
the standards instead of attempting to break convention. This is not to condone the 
offensive choices he made in filming subject matter that should always be handled with 
absolute care and consideration. The reality is that Snyder was chosen to direct 
Watchmen specifically because of his work on 300, work that Alan Moore detested. 
Regarding Snyder and his adaption of 300, Moore explained: 
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He may very well be [a very nice guy], but the thing is that he’s also the person 
who made 300. I’ve not seen any recent comic book films, but I didn’t 
particularly like the book 300. I had a lot of problems with it, and everything I 
heard or saw about the film tended to increase [those problems] rather than reduce 
them: [that] it was racist, it was homophobic, and above all it was sublimely 
stupid. I know that that’s not what people going in to see a film like 300 are 
thinking about but…I wasn’t impressed with that.157  
Contrasting Moore’s feelings, Zack Snyder’s wife and co-producer, Deborah 
Snyder explained how movie studios reveled in everything that 300 accomplished, “[The 
studios] thought 'OK, this is based on a graphic novel, it's rated R and it's violent and it 
did really well’ […] it gave them a little bit of faith.”158 Warner Bros. and Zack Snyder 
intended to recreate the success of 300 within Watchmen and, unfortunately, they 
interpreted the success as a result of gratuitous depictions of excessive violence. Thus, 
the graphic novel’s messages demonizing violence and questioning the possibility of 
altruistic heroes was replaced with a narrative disregarding these moral qualms for brute 
force and an unquestioning acceptance of the so-called heroes as legitimate heroes. 
Snyder made these changes and accentuations to his film adaptation in an attempt 
to mirror Moore’s intentions with the graphic novel: instead of dissecting and critiquing 
comic books, Snyder wanted his film version of Watchmen to satire the superhero film 
genre. Moments including the Comedian leaping off Nite Owl’s flying vehicle and 
landing in the iconic “superhero landing” among a crowd of rioters and the design of 
Ozymandias’ suit as a parody of Joel Schumacher’s Batman & Robin intended to 
scrutinize trends in modern superhero films. Snyder stated in an interview, “With their 
comic, Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons were saying, ‘Superheroes are kinda funky, aren’t 
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they?’ We build upon that with a movie that acknowledges that superhero movies have 
affected pop culture.”159 Unfortunately, the film frequently fails to come across as a work 
of satire. One of the only moments that appears as satire is a flashback sequence to the 
Vietnam War, in which the Comedian and Dr. Manhattan reign fire, chaos, and 
destruction to the tune of Ride of the Valkyries. Otherwise, Watchmen appears to simply 
be a product of its time: another realism-grounded superhero film with dark aesthetics 
and extreme violence.  
Snyder argued that his film is a victim of timing, saying, “I feel like ‘Watchmen’ 
came out at sort of the height of the snarky Internet fanboy. […] Now that we’ve had 
‘Avengers’ and comic book culture is well established, I think people would realize that 
the movie is a satire.”160 Although it predicted the trend of even darker superhero films of 
the past decade, Watchmen would have failed as a work of satire regardless of timing 
because the film portrays the content it intends to dissect as positive and worth emulation. 
Extreme violence in the name of heroics is portrayed alluringly and the inherent 
sexualization of the singular female hero is shown and digested by audiences without a 
second thought. Snyder does not “expose” or “criticize” the superhero film genre as satire 
would require.161 Instead, the Watchmen film presents to audiences the sex and violence 
that they have come to expect from any other action-packed film. 
The only screen adaption style that could possibly hold a candle to the content of 
the graphic novel, aside from the motion comic, would be a twelve-episode mini-series 
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considering that the graphic novel was released as a twelve-issue mini-series. In the right 
hands, this would allow for far more time to develop characters, introduce complicated 
plotlines, and exist outside of the pantheon of superhero films. Although reproducing 
individual chapters to single episodes may be argued as even more of a “slave to the 
material” than the film, it may be the only way to appeal to newcomers and die-hard fans, 
alike. As of this year, HBO has announced that it will produce such a series under the 
direction of screenwriter and producer Damon Lindelof.162 Time will tell what Lindelof’s 
vision for the work will be and if his adaption will more accurately communicate the 
complicated themes of Moore’s original work.  
The film adaption of Watchmen appears to have failed to make a lasting impact on 
mass culture. The tragedy of Zack Snyder’s adaption is that he “made a love letter to 
Moore’s work which was totally rejected by Moore, loudly and publicly at every 
opportunity.”163 However, despite Moore’s disinterest in his work and the many critics, 
including myself, who have deemed it a failure, Snyder made it clear that at every 
opportunity in his work, he was persuading viewers to read the original material if they 
had not yet already. Considering only this, Snyder’s Watchmen was a complete success. 
Within a month of the film trailer’s release in the summer of 2008, DC Comics printed 
“900,000 additional paperback copies of the novel,” an astounding number considering 
only about 100,000 copies of Watchmen were sold the year prior.164 To this day, 
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Watchmen remains one of DC Comics’ top-selling titles, over twenty years after its 
release as a twelve-issue miniseries.165 Of course, this continued success cannot be 
entirely attributed to Snyder’s intervention, as Watchmen had already entered into the 
realm of noteworthy literary works in mass culture. However, Snyder’s work on 
Watchmen has clearly not stopped him from bringing other superheroes to the big screen 
and any future adaptions of Watchmen will certainly be compared to his. The film exists 
to complement the original work and regardless of its shortcomings, it simply is an 
additional exploration of the Watchmen universe, just as the Before Watchmen series and 
the upcoming Doomsday Clock crossover series exist to reiterate the brilliance of the 
source material. 
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